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Perrine Bridge in Twin Falls





Idaho is often misunderstood. When this rugged northwestern state is not being confused with Iowa, it’s usually the brunt of some bad potato joke. True, farmers here do grow more spuds than any other state in the country, but Idaho goes beyond russet potatoes.


It’s hard to fathom the varied landscapes of Idaho and the events that caused such a geologic spectacle. I strive to comprehend this beautiful state every time I head out in search of the perfect fishing hole in Hagerman Valley or when I’m crunching across a frozen lake in the Sawtooths on my snowshoes. The intense volcanic activity and major floods that helped to shape Idaho are evident at almost every bend. The basalt-hemmed cliffs along the Snake River Canyon seem like a different planet than the cedar-ringed glacial lakes in the northern Panhandle.


Central Idaho’s Rocky Mountains have numerous wild rivers that vein the largest roadless area in the Lower 48. The few roads that do exist in the Frank Church-River of No Return Wilderness are jaw-chattering routes better suited for mountain bikes and bighorn sheep than they are for the family minivan. This craggy terrain poses the same challenges for modern-day explorers, decked out in high-tech clothing and holding GPS devices, as it did for the Lewis and Clark expedition more than 200 years ago. But in today’s world, the Salmon River is praised by white-water rafters and not cursed for its turbulence, as it was by those early explorers in their primitive dugout canoes.
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a snowy road near Cambridge
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Bruneau Dunes State Park
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the Tetons near Driggs





Juxtaposed with Idaho’s remote wilderness are thriving urban areas. Boise, the state capital, has a surprisingly mellow vibe for a city with the third-largest metropolitan population in the Northwest. The City of Trees has an exciting arts and entertainment scene, and it boasts the largest Basque population outside Spain. The Basque Block, a thriving ethnic enclave with restaurants, bars, and a museum, adds greatly to the city’s cultural identity. Not far from Boise is the Snake River Valley, one of the country’s newest wine-producing appellations.


The people of Idaho are as varied as the land itself. Conservative farmers, intellectual liberals, eco-rednecks, and antigovernment types may not have much in common, yet their adoration for the remarkable landscape that surrounds them is the only common thread they need.
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Craters of the Moon National Monument
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fisherman on the Boise River.
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Snake River Valley wine country









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Boise


This little river city has grown leaps and bounds in recent years, making it the third-largest metropolitan area in the Northwest. Boise boasts a hip downtown area, lots of parks with big shade trees, and a major urban university. Newer urban developments, like BoDo and the Linen District, mesh well with the beautifully preserved historic neighborhoods. Boiseans are an active set thanks to the Boise River Greenbelt, a 25-mile recreational path, and nearby Bogus Basin Ski Resort.


Southwest Idaho


Mountains, cities, remote desert, and vinifera grapes: This diverse region has it all. Snake River Valley wine country is the focal point for oenophiles who come to taste remarkable vintages made from grapes grown in the Sunny Slope area. Downtown Nampa’s historic Belle District contains used bookstores, antiques shops, coffeehouses, restaurants, and pubs.


Magic Valley


South-central Idaho is a strange and wonderful place. The Snake River defines the arid landscape. Hagerman Valley is a high-desert oasis with a profusion of fishing spots and commercial hot springs. At Thousand Springs, water from an ancient aquifer gushes out of the massive basalt cliffs like a faucet left on full blast. And rock climbers will surely enjoy the imposing granite pinnacles at the City of Rocks near Almo.
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Idaho State Capitol and downtown Boise
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Boise Depot
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Southeast Idaho


Framed by the majestic Tetons looming just over the border in Wyoming, this spectacular region is a veritable playground for anglers, backpackers, and skiers. The fabled Henrys Fork of the Snake River is pure fly-fishing paradise. Pocatello and Idaho Falls offer travelers urban amenities within a few miles of remote backcountry. This part of the state also boasts the largest potato farms in North America.


Sun Valley and the Sawtooths


The high country of Idaho’s central Rockies is an excellent place to get away from it all, but not before you go through the ritzy Sun Valley-Ketchum area. This fabled resort community boasts world-class skiing, top-notch restaurants, and attractive lodges. A few miles north, the buildings become few and far between as jagged mountain ranges dictate the scenery. The lovably rustic town of Stanley is a fun base camp for outdoor excursions.


North-Central Idaho


Hells Canyon marks the spot where the Snake River is furiously funneled through the deepest river gorge in North America en route to its confluence with the Columbia River. A few miles east, the resort town of McCall enjoys prime real estate on the southern shores of Payette Lake. Just outside town, Brundage Mountain beckons skiers and snowboarders to its powdery slopes. Traveling north on U.S. 95, the mountainous terrain eventually straightens out, giving way to a patchwork quilt of dryland farms near Moscow.
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northern Idaho landscape, near the border with Montana





The Panhandle


The tip-top of Idaho is home to the state’s largest lakes, Coeur d’Alene and Pend Oreille. This region may only be 45 miles wide at its skinniest point, but recreation abounds. The bustling resort towns of Coeur d’Alene and Sandpoint give travelers a place to relax after ripping through fresh powder at the Silver Mountain and Schweitzer Mountain ski resorts. During summer, the lakes buzz with activity as people flock here for boating, fishing, and general aquatic fun.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


Idaho offers year-round fun. Summer activities include white-water rafting, backpacking, fishing, mountain biking, and boating on the state’s many scenic lakes. Wintertime brings tons of snow to the mountains, making Idaho a popular destination for skiers and snowboarders.


Summer is peak season in most resort communities in Idaho. Places like Coeur d’Alene, the Sawtooths, and Island Park in southeast Idaho are quiet during the winter months. As a matter of fact, most fishing and backcountry lodges are closed in winter due to heavy snow. Coeur d’Alene, on the other hand, may be slow in the off-season, but many of the hotels offer reduced rates and special package deals.


Mountain resort communities, like Sun Valley, McCall, and Kellogg, have two distinct peak seasons, winter and summer, when rates are the highest. The ski season generally runs from Thanksgiving weekend to around the end of March. Hotels, lodges, and restaurants are usually open year-round in these places. If skiing is not your thing but you like biking, fishing, and hiking, spring and fall are also good times to visit the mountain resort towns, when the streets are less crowded and room rates can drop as much as 25-30 percent.


Getting There and Around


Since Idaho is bordered by six states (Washington, Oregon, Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and Montana) and one country (Canada), many people get here by car, especially along the I-84, I-15, and I-90 corridors.


Folks coming from areas outside the region generally fly into Boise, Salt Lake City, and Spokane. Renting a car makes the most sense and offers the most freedom because public transportation can be spotty in Idaho. Not to say there aren’t shuttles to and from the airports and popular resort destinations, but you’re on your own after that. Boise, Ketchum, Lewiston, and Coeur d’Alene have local transit systems, yet that won’t help much if you plan on exploring the hinterlands.


With winter snow comes hazardous driving conditions. Getting to Idaho’s numerous ski resorts and other winter recreation areas is generally not a problem, but it’s important to check current weather advisories and road reports before embarking on a winter trip to the Gem State. Road conditions aren’t a major consideration during the warmer months, except for errant rangeland livestock and an occasional late-spring snowstorm.


What to Pack


Once the mercury drops in Idaho, it’s imperative that you bring along a snow parka, wick-away thermal underwear, gloves, and a warm hat. And regardless of where you are in the state, a well-insulated pair of snow boots will get you a long way during the frigid winter months, as will a pair of sturdy hiking boots in summer.


It doesn’t rain much in Idaho, especially along the Snake River Plain and in Idaho’s central Rockies. But the Panhandle does receive measurable annual rainfall, so you might want to pack a rain-resistant jacket if you’re headed to north Idaho during the fall and spring months.


In general, the dress code is decidedly casual in Idaho, meaning you can get away with wearing a Carhartt jacket with your John Fluevog boots.
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a barn south of Council along the Weiser River Trail






Idaho’s Best Road Trips



Everywhere you go in Idaho, you’ll encounter a postcard-perfect moment. The Gem State is multifaceted, like several states in one, making it a wonderful destination for a serious road trip. It takes some time and a little work to get to the different parts of the state, but the jaw-dropping sights you’ll see along the way make it well worth the effort. This itinerary is separated into seven legs, spanning two weeks, but feel free to just take on one or two of them at a time.


Leg 1: Boise and Southwest Idaho


DAY 1


Upon arrival in Boise, stretch your getaway sticks with a stroll or a bike ride along the Boise River Greenbelt, before heading to the State Capitol and Basque Block for a few local history lessons. After checking out the city, enjoy some wine and Basque pub fare at Bar Gernika, and then call it a night at the Modern Hotel, but not before having a cocktail in the Euro-chic bar.
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center of Boise





DAY 2


After breakfast in Boise, get in the car (or book a trip with a wine country tour company) and drive 35 miles west on I-84 and Highway 55 to the Sunny Slope area of Caldwell. This is the beating heart of Idaho’s wine country, the Snake River Valley, where you will find about a dozen wineries with tasting rooms. After hitting a few wineries and taking in the beautiful scenery near this ambling stretch of the Snake River, head back to Boise for dinner at The Dish, where you can enjoy more Idaho wine.


Leg 2: Southeast Idaho


DAY 3


Get up early and grab some breakfast in Boise before jumping in the car for the five-hour drive to Driggs on the Idaho-Wyoming border. It’s some 353 miles from Boise to Driggs, eastbound on I-84, I-86, U.S. 26, and Highways 31 and 33, respectively, but you’ll be rewarded with stunning views of the Tetons upon arrival. You can stop for lunch in Idaho Falls along the way, and maybe check out a museum. Once in Driggs, grab a burger and a beer at The Royal Wolf before retiring for the night at the Teton Valley Cabins, where there’s an outdoor fire ring for roasting marshmallows.


DAY 4


Go to Pendl’s Bakery in Driggs for pastries and coffee before heading out to explore the area. Make sure to stop by the shiny, new Teton Geotourism Center along the main drag for recreation information. One sure bet for alpine fun is a mountain-biking excursion (or skiing in winter) at Grand Targhee Resort, a mere 12 miles up into the Tetons from Driggs. After tiring yourself on the labyrinth of single-track trails, grab dinner at one of the resort’s eateries before heading back down the hill to your cozy cabin.


Leg 3: Sun Valley and the Sawtooths


DAY 5


Hit the road early and head back toward Idaho Falls, where you can jump on U.S. 20 westbound to Highway 75, about 120 miles, on your way to the Ketchum-Sun Valley area. Along the way, stop and check out the bizarre landscapes at the Craters of the Moon National Monument. After arriving in Ketchum, you can shop for souvenirs and grab lunch before getting back in the car and continuing north on Highway 75, known as the Sawtooth Scenic Byway, for another 61 miles to Stanley. Here you can grab a pizza at Papa Brunee’s, and then check in to Mountain Village Resort, a friendly hotel with a natural hot springs spa.


DAY 6


After breakfast at the Stanley Baking Company, stretch your muscles and take a day hike to Sawtooth Lake, a scenic alpine lake at the sheer granite face of 10,190-foot Mount Regan. The five-mile hike may be strenuous, but you’ll be rewarded with a long, graceful waterfall and bird’s-eye views of the Stanley Basin below. After soaking in the hot springs tubs at Mountain Village Resort, head down to Redfish Lake Lodge for dinner and a stunning sunset over Mount Heyburn.



Leg 4: North-Central Idaho (McCall Area)



DAY 7


Get up early and travel west from Stanley on Highway 21, also known as the Ponderosa Pine Scenic Byway. Stop at Kirkham Hot Springs near Lowman, about 55 miles from Stanley, for a relaxing soak in these scenic natural springs. In Lowman, head west on Banks-Lowman Road for about 35 miles until you come to Banks. Go north on Highway 55 for 65 miles to McCall and check into your reserved cabin at Ponderosa State Park. Spend the rest of the day hiking and biking around the wooded park that juts out on a 1,000-acre peninsula into Payette Lake.


DAY 8


This would be a good day to sleep in a wee bit, considering the itinerary mostly includes hanging out on the beach and possibly renting a canoe for a mellow paddle around the mountain-ringed Payette Lake. Or you could continue exploring Ponderosa State Park, looking for wildflower-filled meadows and old-growth Douglas fir. After a day of relaxation (and you’ll need it for what’s coming up the next day), stop by Salmon River Brewery in McCall for dinner and some handcrafted beers.


Leg 5: North-Central Idaho (The Hells Canyon Corridor)


DAY 9


Get up early and take Highway 55 to the U.S. 95 junction at New Meadows, where you can stop at Zim’s Hot Springs for a morning soak, and then head north for about 35 miles to Riggins. Along the way you can take a little side trip down a bumpy road to Windy Saddle, a vantage point high in the Seven Devils Range that affords spectacular views of Hells Canyon. After sightseeing, head to Riggins and check into the Salmon Rapids Lodge. You’ll want to get some sleep because the next day includes a white-water rafting adventure (make sure to have a reservation for both the hotel and river guide).


DAY 10


The Salmon River in Riggins is world-famous for its wild rapids, which run north of town from the Lucile put-in. Expect to get a little wet along the way, but the river professionals who work this stretch of the river are good at keeping the rafts upright. Or you could book a trip on a wooden dory with Wapiti River Guides. After shooting the tube all day, head to the Back Eddy Grill for an elk burger and a few microbrews. Here you can swap tall river tales with fellow rafters on the patio.
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Salmon River near Stanley in the Sawtooth National Recreation Area





Leg 6: The Panhandle (Coeur d’Alene)


DAY 11


After breakfast, travel north on U.S. 95, past Grangeville, until you come to the Clearwater River near Lewiston, about 110 miles from Riggins. Here you’ll find the interpretive center for the Nez Perce National Historic Park, adjacent to the Spalding Mission site. This is an excellent spot for a picnic and to soak in some of Idaho’s Native American history. Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery also famously traveled through this area on their way to and from the Pacific Ocean in the early 19th century. After a history lesson, continue heading north on U.S. 95 for 116 miles until you reach the shores of Coeur d’Alene Lake. Check in to the Flamingo Motel and head to Sherman Avenue for dinner.


DAY 12


Spend the day in Coeur d’Alene frolicking in the lake and relaxing on a lawn chair at City Beach. Nearby, Sherman Avenue has a multitude of cool shops and art galleries to peruse, with a few strategically placed ice cream shops along the way. Go to dinner at Scratch, a contemporary restaurant that sources lots of local foodstuffs, after which you can watch the fiery sunset on Tubbs Hill, a nature preserve with scenic hiking trails next to Coeur d’Alene Resort.
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Coeur d’Alene Lake
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view of the landscape surrounding Hells Canyon








Leg 7: The Panhandle (The Silver Valley)


DAY 13


Take a short drive east on I-90, for 48 miles, to weird and wonderful Wallace. Along the way, you’ll probably want to stop at the historic Cataldo Mission, at Old Mission State Park, a Greek Revival-style building constructed in 1853 by a Jesuit priest and a crew of converted Coeur d’Alene Indians. These resourceful people used mostly local materials in the construction of the mission, perched on a grassy hill overlooking the South Fork of the Coeur d’Alene River. The ceiling was even stained with huckleberry juice. Later, grab a room at the Beale House B&B in nearby Wallace and cruise the funky antiques shops, museums, and saloons in this Victorian-era mining town that flaunts its checkered past like a flag.


DAY 14


Finish your trip with a 15-mile ride along the Route of the Hiawatha trail, one of the most scenic bike rides in the Northwest. This rails-to-trails conversion of the old Milwaukee Road railway starts at the Idaho-Montana border (about 12 miles east of Wallace on I-90) and runs through a series of tunnels and over several high trestles. You can park your car at the Lookout Pass Ski Area and jump on your mountain bike (or rent one at Lookout Pass) at the trailhead, which is the starting and ending point. After a nice bike ride, go to The Fainting Goat in downtown Wallace for a well-deserved glass of wine and some appetizers.




The Seven Wonders of Idaho


The Gem State is a geologic wonderland. Ancient floods of massive proportion shaped this rugged topography, leaving behind strange rock formations and deep river gorges, as did a series of volcanic events that created a caldera that’s still active today. Where does one even begin to choose the seven most interesting natural features of this incredibly beautiful and diverse state? It wasn’t an easy decision, but here’s a rundown of the Seven Wonders of Idaho as this author sees it.


• City of Rocks: You’ll think that you’ve stepped onto another planet at this bizarre rockscape in the far reaches of south-central Idaho. Castles of eroded granite, some more than 600 feet tall, stick up like stony skyscrapers, creating a natural playground for climbers and rock-hoppers alike. You’ll find two recreation areas near the Western-themed town of Almo: City of Rocks National Reserve and Castle Rocks State Park.
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rock formations at City of Rocks National Reserve





• Craters of the Moon: This amazing moonscape in southeast Idaho near Arco looks completely out of place in the mostly rust-and-sage-colored desert. A 250,000-acre swath of black lava scarred the earth here after some serious bouts of volcanism took place over geologic time. Now, it’s the Craters of the Moon National Monument, a lava wonderland with cinder cones, spatter cones, lava tubes, and scenic hikes that loop around the charred hills and hinterlands of the Great Rift.


• The Sawtooths: These jagged mountains north of Sun Valley stretch into the sky like busted saw blades, thus the name. Pushed upward by the incredible force of plate tectonics, the pinnacled Sawtooths hold several ranges, including the Boulder Mountains and the lofty White Cloud Peaks. This postcard-perfect area boasts an impressive spectacle of granite faces and wooded river valleys. As a matter of fact, more than 50 peaks in the Sawtooth National Recreation Area stand over 10,000 feet.


• Salmon River/Frank Church-River of No Return Wilderness: The various forks of the wild and scenic Salmon River vein the craggy, batholithic core of the state, which comprises a majority of central Idaho. Elk outnumber people in this vast wilderness. Expect to see geologic wonders at every twist and turn. The Salmon River is known for its world-class white-water rafting. Thrill seekers show up every summer for the never-ending churning rapids, which slice through some of the most beautiful high country in the United States.


• Hells Canyon: The western side of north-central Idaho borders with Oregon and Washington, but Hells Canyon, the deepest river gorge in North America, makes a border crossing here virtually impossible. The high-walled cliffs, carved out by the furious Snake River on its way to its confluence with the Columbia River in Washington, are most certainly hellish looking, especially at dusk when the sky burns bright orange. The Hells Canyon National Recreation Area contains, or at least tries to contain, the Seven Devils Range, which hems the gorge to the east like a broken spine.


• Lochsa River: This densely forested wonderland in north-central Idaho is a veritable high-mountain playground for white-water rafters and anglers. But the Lewis and Clark expedition didn’t see it that way; these early explorers ran into all kinds of problems here when they tried to cross Lolo Pass westward in the fall of 1805. The Lochsa Face, a super-steep 73,000-acre swath of land between the river and the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness, runs parallel to the Lochsa’s south bank. It’s an impressive sight indeed.


• Priest Lake: Lakes don’t get much more scenic than they do in Idaho’s Panhandle, especially remote Priest Lake near the Canadian border. Snow-tipped peaks loom over this cedar-ringed lake (pocked out by widespread glaciers that once covered this part of North America) as it shines like a jewel down below. Two units of Priest Lake State Park are situated right on the shores, and there’s a string of small islands with remote campgrounds. You won’t be able to get the beauty of this place out of your head.





Wine Country Weekend


The Snake River Valley wine country is an astonishing 8,263 square miles, but most of the state’s 50-plus wineries are on the west side of the appellation. The high-desert terrain boasts rich volcanic soil, which makes for exceptional fruit. Wines produced in this region have pronounced tannins and well-balanced acidity. Syrah, cabernet sauvignon, malbec, viognier, chardonnay, and riesling are the leading varietals in the Snake River Valley.


It’s important to keep in mind that most tasting rooms are typically open Friday-Sunday spring-fall, while other wineries are only open by appointment. Make sure to have a designated driver, or just sign up for a guided winery tour (described in the Southwest Idaho chapter).


Boise makes an excellent base camp for your wine country excursions. Good lodging picks include Hotel 43, the Modern Hotel, and Leku Ona Hotel, the latter of which is a good budget option.


Friday


Start your weekend of wine tasting in downtown Boise by checking out some vintages at the Snake River Winery tasting room in BoDo. This small winery produces syrah, grenache, barbera, malbec, and chardonnay, to name a few. Across town, in Garden City, is one of the best wineries in the state, Cinder Wines. Here you can taste syrah, chardonnay, viognier, and nearly perfect dry rosé. Next door, you’ll find the 44th Street Wineries, a co-op of smaller wineries like Telaya Wine Company and Coiled Wines. Continue on to the bedroom community of Eagle (about 10 miles west of downtown Boise), where you can taste wines at 3 Horse Ranch Vineyards, an organic winery specializing in syrah, merlot, and an extremely drinkable roussanne-viognier blend. When you’re done, head to Gino’s Ristorante in Meridian for succulent wild boar shanks and big glasses of Sangiovese.
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Hells Canyon Winery
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vineyard near Nampa








Saturday


After breakfast, head to the Sunny Slope area of Caldwell, which is about 35 miles west of Boise. This is the epicenter of winemaking activity in the Snake River Valley. Most of the wineries and vineyards are situated on south-facing steps near the Snake River. West of Highway 55, you should stop by Koenig Vineyards for the winery’s remarkable syrah, viognier, cabernet sauvignon, and ice wine made from riesling grapes. Right up the road is Bitner Vineyards, which makes bone-dry riesling, cabernet sauvignon, and excellent chardonnay. The winery also has a small bed-and-breakfast inn if you want to stay in wine country. East of Highway 55, you’ll find Ste. Chapelle Winery, a large corporate operation, and Hells Canyon Winery, a boutique winery that produces top-notch estate wines, including syrah, cabernet sauvignon, merlot, and chardonnay. You can continue to taste Idaho wines during dinner at Brick 29 Bistro, a contemporary restaurant in downtown Nampa.


Sunday


To get to the east side of the Snake River Valley from Boise, take I-84 eastbound past Mountain Home to Hammett (about 62 miles). This is where you’ll find Cold Springs Winery, a small operation that makes varietal wines and blends like Hot Rod Red. Then continue east on I-84 to Glenns Ferry and stop by Crossings Winery, a good place to try wines and have brunch at the full-service restaurant overlooking the vines. Get back on I-84 eastbound and head to Bliss, then jump on U.S. 30 southbound. Take this scenic drive through the Hagerman Valley en route to Buhl, home to Holesinsky Winery, which makes excellent organic wines, and Snyder Winery, where you can taste cabernet sauvignon, syrah, chardonnay, and riesling.



Rest and Relaxation



A trip to Idaho doesn’t always have to include running the rapids of a wild river or bombing down a steep single-track on a mountain bike. What about just relaxing in some hot springs or spending a lazy day checking out a museum or two? Southeast Idaho is a mellow place to pursue those activities. Pocatello and Idaho Falls are good base camps, and affordable hotel rates can be found in these sleepy burgs. This five-day itinerary will surely take care of the knots in your neck.


Day 1


Start your southeast Idaho getaway with a stay over in Pocatello, a college town with a handful of interesting museums. First off, check out the Idaho Museum of Natural History on the Idaho State University campus. Here you will be treated to a gamut of dinosaur bones, including the remains of a Columbian mammoth unearthed near Grangeville. The germaphobe in your car will surely get a kick out of the Museum of Clean, a repository of all things spotless. This new museum houses an extensive collection of vacuum cleaners, washing machines, toilets, mops, and more cleaning items than you could possibly shake a broom at. Afterward, take a mellow stroll along the Portneuf Greenway, an 11-mile interconnected recreational path that runs through town. There are several decent eateries and hotels in the downtown area.


Day 2


After breakfast, get in the car for the short drive to Lava Hot Springs, just off U.S. 30, about 36 miles southeast of Pocatello. This is where you’ll find the Lava Recreation Complex, a sprawling facility with three large geothermal swimming pools surrounded by a shady picnic area. After relaxing in the steamy water for a long spell, get a rubdown from one of the on-site massage therapists. You’ll feel like Jell-O driving back to Pocatello.
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Lava Recreations Complex at Lava Hot Springs






Day 3



Go north of Pocatello on I-15 for 52 miles to Idaho Falls. This little city has several good museums, including the Museum of Idaho and the Art Museum of Eastern Idaho. And it’s hard to miss the Mormon Temple that punctuates the sky like a big wedding cake near the Snake River. The downtown corridor has a multitude of antiques shops, restaurants, and pubs. Most of the hotels are on the west side of the Snake River, just over the bridge from downtown.


Day 4


Get up early and head to Heise Hot Springs, which is about 20 miles east of Idaho Falls on U.S. 26 near Ririe. Locals have been hanging out at this hot springs resort for more than a century. And who can blame them? This idyllic spot along the Snake River in Kelly Canyon boasts a big hot springs-fed swimming pool and a row of rooms with private tubs. The park-like grounds have lots of grass and picnic benches under a canopy of shade trees. There’s also a small snack bar (with pinball and air hockey machines) that serves pizzas and burgers.


Day 5


Leaving Idaho Falls, go northeast on U.S. 20 for 53 miles to Ashton, a good place to stop for lunch. Walk off all those calories with a day hike along the meandering nature trails at nearby Harriman State Park. Here you also can fly-fish for cutthroat trout on the fabled Henrys Fork, or just hang out by the river and read a book. Either way, this is a tranquil spot to decompress from the trappings of modern society.


High-Country Adventures in the Sawtooths


The Sawtooth country of central Idaho is a dreamland for outdoor enthusiasts. With a profusion of choices for backpackers, white-water rafters, mountain bikers, and anglers, this gorgeous mountain region has got you covered. Here are two suggested summer trips guaranteed to raise your heart rate and soothe your soul.


Backpacking the White Clouds


DAY 1


Take a three-day backpacking trip (or bring your mountain bike) in the White Clouds near Stanley. To access the Boulder Chain Lakes, head east from Stanley on Highway 75 for about 30 miles until you come to East Fork Salmon River Road, and then travel southwest on this road for 22 miles until you arrive at the Little Boulder Creek trailhead. Don your backpack and follow the trail, which ascends next to the creek for about seven miles to the lakes. Scoop Lake is a wonderful place to camp, and fishing is excellent at this scenic locale.


DAY 2


First thing in the morning, cast a line in the tranquil lake for a hungry rainbow trout. After a healthy breakfast of pan-fried trout and eggs, explore a few of the 13 subalpine and alpine lakes that dot the map near majestic Castle Peak. After getting a strenuous workout and enjoying the remarkable scenery, set up camp at Castle Lake, where you can do some more fishing and sing campfire songs.


DAY 3


Strike camp and make your way back to the trailhead, taking your time along the way to enjoy the stunning vistas of the Stanley Basin spread out below like a verdant quilt. Travel west on Highway 75 back to Stanley, where you can grab a hotel room and take a much-needed hot shower then have dinner before turning in for the night.


White-Water Rafting the Salmon River


DAYS 1-3


Book a white-water rafting trip (well in advance) down the main Salmon River with Kookaburra Rafting in Salmon. A two-night, three-day rafting excursion will take you along a 45-mile stretch of this wild and scenic river, where you will be treated to rapids galore, stunningly beautiful riparian campsites, hearty meals, and wine and brews around the campfire. The trip starts at North Fork, just north of Salmon, and ends three days later at Corn Creek. Since you won’t get back to Salmon until around 5:30pm on the last day, it’s best to grab a hotel room there. And, once again, a hot shower will never feel so good.
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fishing from an inflatable boat on the Salmon River







The Quest for Perfect Powder


The Gem State boasts some of the best skiing in the country. Skiers and snowboarders love Idaho for its killer powder and relatively short lift lines. Here’s a look at several ski resorts worth checking out.


BOISE


Sixteen miles north of Boise is Bogus Basin Ski Resort, which has 2,600 acres of skiable runs and a vertical drop of 1,800 feet. The resort can get crowded at times, but the views of Boise from the top are spectacular.


SOUTHEAST IDAHO


Just over the Idaho border in Alta, Wyoming, Grand Targhee Resort boasts some of the fluffiest powder in the region. This beautiful resort has 1,500 acres of lift-served skiable terrain, with a 2,212-foot vertical drop and a base elevation of 8,000 feet.


SUN VALLEY AND THE SAWTOOTHS


Hands down the most popular ski destination in Idaho is the ultrachic Sun Valley Resort, which has more than 2,000 acres of skiable runs and a vertical drop of 3,400 feet. The only bummer about this place is the long lift lines and crowded slopes during peak season.
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overlooking Sun Valley





Nearby, you’ll find excellent powder and much shorter lift lines at Soldier Mountain Ski Area. This small winter resort, just off U.S. 20 near Fairfield, has a vertical drop of 1,425 feet and 1,150 skiable acres.


NORTH-CENTRAL IDAHO


For remarkable powder and great views of Payette Lake, head to Brundage Mountain just outside McCall. This small resort, which can be somewhat empty if you come mid-week, has a vertical drop of 1,800 feet and 1,500 skiable acres.


Tamarack Resort, nestled in the West-Central Mountains near Donnelly, is an up-and-coming all-season resort with panoramic views of Lake Cascade. Here you will find a vertical drop of 2,800 feet and around 1,000 acres of lift-accessed runs.


THE PANHANDLE


The Panhandle has become well known for its ski resorts. While Lookout Pass Ski and Recreation Area, just off I-90 near the Montana border, may not get much press, it still offers shredders lots of fresh powder and beautiful alpine views. Here you’ll find uncrowded slopes, 540 skiable acres, and a vertical drop of 1,150 feet.


Nearby in Kellogg, it’s hard to miss Silver Mountain Ski Resort, mostly because the gondola—the longest of its kind in the world, at 3.1 miles—comes down the mountain right into town. The resort boasts 1,590 acres of skiable runs and a vertical drop of 2,200 feet.


Eleven miles north of Sandpoint is Schweitzer Mountain Resort, which earns the award for the ski resort with the best view in Idaho. From the top, you’ll be treated to a 2,400-foot vertical drop, 92 excellent runs, and breathtaking panoramas of Lake Pend Oreille and a ring of mountain ranges.
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downtown Boise
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Boise Farmers Market.







Highlights


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


S The Basque Block: Boise is home to the largest Basque population in the United States. This vibrant cultural group has its own enclave in downtown Boise, with a cultural center, a museum, and a handful of Basque eateries (click here).


S Idaho State Capitol: The state capitol building recently underwent major renovation, adding two underground wings and restoring much of the original interior. It’s open to the public for self-guided tours (click here).
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S MK Nature Center: Area residents adore this 4.6-acre wildlife preserve and botanical garden near downtown Boise. Stroll along the shady walkways and peek through glass windows at several fish species in various stages of life (click here).


S Old Idaho Penitentiary: The Old Pen is one of only four U.S. territorial prisons still standing. The inmates are long gone, and you can tour this medieval-looking penitentiary that’s surrounded by an imposing sandstone wall (click here).


S Boise River Greenbelt: Join the locals for bicycling, running, walking, and fishing along this paved recreational path that hugs the Boise River for more than 25 miles (click here).


S Bogus Basin: Skiers and snowboarders flock to this nearby winter recreation area for fresh powder and spectacular views of Boise (click here).


S Idaho Shakespeare Festival: Fans of the bard converge every summer season at an outdoor theater near the Boise River. With a spectacular desert backdrop, the talented troupe brings to life Shakespeare’s comedies and tragedies as well as contemporary plays (click here).





Boise is hardly the little river city that it used to be, but this burgeoning capital city hasn’t forgotten its storied past, as evidenced by the attractive historic districts that thrive alongside ongoing urban renewal.


The metro population is fast approaching the 650,000 mark, making Boise the third-largest city in the Northwest behind Seattle and Portland. Several gentrification projects and recently constructed high-rises have remarkably changed the city’s look in the new millennium.


Boise (pronounced BOY-see, not BOY-zee) is home to a thriving high-tech industry anchored by Micron Technology, a worldwide manufacturer of semiconductor devices. Boise State University is another local institution where great minds collide, and its football team has become one of the top Division 1-A programs in the country.


The City of Trees is also a hotspot in the region for entertainment, shopping, and dining. People come from miles around, especially from the outlying rural areas, to take in all the city has to offer. Boise may be a growing urban mecca, yet it still has a mellow vibe—some even say that it’s similar to how America used to be 30 years ago—and a relatively low crime rate. In other words, you are more likely to be panhandled by transients than fall victim to street crime, unless you’re out stumbling the streets at 3am.


Bicycling is a popular mode of transportation here thanks to the numerous bike lanes and the Boise River Greenbelt, an urban recreation trail that runs along this scenic river for 25 miles. Many Boiseans would rather ride bicycles than drive cars. Don’t be surprised to see lots of mountain bikes, fat-tired cruisers, vintage rides, and sleek road bikes zipping around town.


The lines between town and country definitely blur in Boise due to its close proximity to the northern front of the Rocky Mountains, which offers an impressive backdrop to the always-changing skyline. Locals are an active set, and they stay busy kayaking, mountain biking, skiing, and hiking in the nearby Boise Foothills and Owyhee Canyonlands.
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HISTORY


Early 19th-century French Canadian explorers were among the first nonnatives to see the location of present-day Boise, where the sprawling high desert gives way to the Boise Front of the Rocky Mountains. Can you imagine their surprise when they dropped into this scenic valley after laboring for days in the wide-open terrain of the Snake River Plain? An oft-told story is that members of this ragtag group reportedly said, “Les bois! Les bois!” (“The woods! The woods!”) upon seeing the clusters of cottonwoods and other indigenous trees that skirted the Boise River.


About a half century later, around 1863, Fort Boise was relocated here from near present-day Parma, and these first settlers started to plant a large variety of nonnative trees that the city is now known for. These early residents seeking shady reprieve from the blazing desert sun are why Boise is called “The City of Trees.” The Oregon Trail ran right down Main Street, but most of those folks were headed for the greener pastures of Oregon’s Willamette Valley.


In 1865, Boise became the official capital of the Idaho Territory, designated by President Abraham Lincoln two years earlier. The City of Trees wrestled the distinction away from Lewiston, which had served as the capital for a little more than a year. Some people in the north part of the state are still sore about this shift of power.


During this period of the mid-19th century, Boise grew tremendously, from a fur-trading post to a bustling center of commerce for the nearby boomtowns in the Boise Basin and Silver City mining districts.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Boise may be growing at a fast rate, but it’s still a small city in terms of getting around town. It’s easy to visit the city’s most popular sites, like the Idaho State Capitol, the Basque Block and the historic Hyde Park neighborhood, in one day. But allow yourself a few extra days to fully experience Idaho’s largest city and its hinterlands.


Check out the burgeoning craft-beer scene and wine-tasting rooms, where winemakers from the nearby Snake River Valley vineyards put forth their best vintages. Or you can stick with the old standbys, like taking in an al fresco play at the Idaho Shakespeare Festival, or enjoying a free Wednesday-night concert at The Grove as part of the city’s summer concert series. The Boise area has a rich agricultural history, as well as a booming artisanal food scene, which you can discover at the two farmers markets that flourish with local color on Saturdays.


Boise is an excellent place for those who like to stay active while on vacation. You could spend the morning fly-fishing on the Boise River before jumping on a mountain bike and hitting the labyrinth of single-track trails in the Foothills, after which you could play a round of disc-golf at Ann Morrison Park, followed by a leisurely stroll along the Boise River Greenbelt at sunset. This may seem like a lot to do in one day, but it’s definitely feasible in the City of Trees.


Year-round recreation abounds because Boise boasts a moderate climate and around 250 days of sunshine per year. Sure, winter brings a little snow and ice to the valley floor, but that generally melts away by noon. For those wanting to frolic in deep snow, head up to nearby Bogus Basin for steep alpine runs, cross-country ski and snowshoe trails, and one helluva ride down the massive tubing hill.


Sights


DOWNTOWN


Most of Boise’s worthwhile sights are in or near the downtown corridor, meaning you can walk or ride a bike to these places without breaking much of a sweat. The transit system around town is in dire need of an overhaul, but during the day you can find a fairly steady stream of buses going to popular destinations. Check out www.valleyride.org for routes and schedules.


Besides the historic Old Boise and Hyde Park districts, Boise has several new districts to explore. BoDo and the Linen District, not to mention many other renewal and new construction projects, are helping to rejuvenate the downtown core. For instance, downtown Boise’s skyline recently got much more pronounced thanks to the completion of the 18-story 8th & Main building, which is now the tallest high-rise in Idaho. The new building is home to Zions Bank and has several retail shops and restaurants, including Ruth’s Chris Steak House, Flatbread Neapolitan Pizzeria, and On the Fly, an upscale rotisserie-style deli.




[image: image]


downtown Boise’s bustling 8th Street corridor





Construction is under way on City Center Plaza, a new convention center and underground transit center next to the U.S. Bank Plaza, kitty-corner from the 8th & Main building. This project will greatly change the face of downtown, and it will finally give the city a much-needed public transportation hub and more convention space. Construction should be completed by 2016. Check out www.boisetopia.com for a photorealistic virtual view of all the projects around town.
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The Grove


Next to the U.S. Bank Plaza, south of Main Street between 8th and 9th Streets, you’ll find The Grove, a large brick plaza with public art that many consider to be the beating heart of the city. The focal point of the plaza is a large water fountain that offers kids (and adults) a cascading reprieve from the scorching summer weather. The Grove fills with revelers every Wednesday evening during the warmer months for Alive After Five—an open-air festival with live music, dancing, and a beer garden with local microbrews.


The construction of the new convention center and transit hub will cause some disruption for events in The Grove. This might affect the happenings at Alive After Five, which is still slated to take place in The Grove (albeit in a smaller space) during this time. For updated information and concert schedules, go to www.downtownboise.org.
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On one corner of the plaza is the Grove Hotel and CenturyLink Arena, a multipurpose venue that accommodates concerts and home games of the Idaho Steelheads pro hockey team and Idaho Stampede pro basketball team. Just across the way, it’s hard not to notice the gargantuan Boise Centre, the original convention center in town that brings in thousands of people annually for conferences and local gala events.


BoDo


BoDo, Boise’s latest entertainment and shopping district, consolidates the historic 8th Street Marketplace with an array of newly constructed buildings that house upscale boutiques, restaurants, and specialty shops.


BoDo is as glitzy as it gets in Boise. Boutique stores such as Ann Taylor Loft, Urban Outfitters, and Helly Hansen bring in droves of people looking for an urban shopping experience. Corporate restaurants such as P. F. Chang’s and Bonefish Grill anchor the restaurant scene, but you will also find several independent eateries and bars such as Happy Fish Sushi and Ha’ Penny Bridge Irish Pub. Just down the brick-clad alley, the Knitting Factory books an endless flurry of national touring bands.


Wine enthusiasts will surely enjoy the Snake River Winery tasting room and Bodovino, a modernized wine bar featuring 144 wines from around the globe. Have a glass of cabernet franc and some artisanal cheeses before catching a flick at BoDo’s theater complex, Edwards Cinemas Stadium 9.


Old Boise Historic District


The Old Boise Historic District, on the east side of downtown, boasts a multitude of beautifully restored buildings, many of which are on the National Register of Historic Places.


Shortly after Boise was platted in 1863, this side of town soon became the premier commercial and residential district. Back then you could hop on a streetcar that ran down Main Street and out Warm Springs Avenue.


Today, Old Boise remains a beautiful and vibrant district, but the streetcar is long gone. Coffeehouses, restaurants, bars, art galleries, and shops hum with activity day and night in buildings that once housed the city’s pioneer businesses and residents. The area around 6th and Main Streets gets a little rowdy at night because of all the bars that bring in droves of college-aged partyers.


For those with an eye for classic architecture, it’s hard not to miss the imposing 1904 Belgravia Building, a beautiful Romanesque structure (made with large blocks of local sandstone), at the corner of 5th and Main Streets, the city’s first bona fide apartment building. In modern times, the building has been converted into offices.


Next door, C.W. Moore Park, named after one of Boise’s most prominent denizens, is an excellent place to sip coffee and soak in some of the city’s history—thanks to a gamut of relocated architectural artifacts—like a turret from the W.E. Pierce Building and a stone entrance arch from the Bush Building. There’s even an antique waterwheel over a small canal on the south side of the small park, adding to the tranquility.
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Take a break at C.W. Moore Park.






S The Basque Block



Basques began settling here in significant numbers in the late 1890s. Today, Boise’s Basque culture is a colorful part of the city’s identity. Locals call the 600 block of Grove Street the “Basque Block.” On the corner of Grove and 6th Streets is the Basque Center, built by Basques for Basques in 1952. The building serves as a center for Basque culture and a social center for older Basques who play cards and converse in their native tongue, but the bar is open to the public, and the sidewalk patio is a great spot to soak in the culture while enjoying a glass of Rioja.
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the Basque Block





The Basque Museum and Cultural Center (611 Grove St., 208/343-2671, www.basquemuseum.com, 10am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-3pm Sat., $5 adults, $4 seniors, $3 ages 6-12, free under age 6) is two doors down, adjacent to the Cyrus Jacobs-Uberuaga House, Boise’s oldest surviving brick building. The house was built in 1864 by Cyrus Jacobs, an early Boise merchant who eventually became mayor, and later purchased by Jose Uberuaga, a Basque who turned the residence into a boardinghouse for Basque sheepherders. Famous Idaho statesman William Borah, a longtime friend to the Basques, was married here in 1895. The museum’s exhibits, including musical instruments, crafts, and other items unique to the Basques, provide a historical overview of the Basque culture in their homeland and in the United States.


On the end of the block is Bar Gernika, one of Boise’s classic pubs. It’s a great place to get a taste of Basque cuisine and culture intertwined with a hip modern scene.


Linen District


Located on the western fringe of downtown, bounded by Main and Front Streets and 13th and 16th Streets, the Linen District blends trendy with everyday useful. Here, carpet warehouses and industry supply stores are mingled with hip eateries, specialty shops, and the Modern Hotel, a mid-20th-century-inspired boutique hotel, restaurant, and bar.


The focal point is along Grove Street, where you will also find Big City Coffee, Mouvance Winery, and a stylish Italian-inspired market and café called A ‘Tavola.



S Idaho State Capitol



Just after the turn of the 20th century, prominent Boise architect J. E. Tourtelloutte was commissioned to draw up plans for the state capitol. He came up with a neoclassic design modeled after the U.S. Capitol, albeit on a smaller scale. Construction on the Idaho State Capitol began in 1905 and was completed in 1920. It’s the only capitol building in the country heated with geothermal hot water.


Outside, the building is a rather drab tan color due to the exterior use of Boise sandstone; multi-ton blocks were quarried behind the old Idaho State Penitentiary and hauled to the site by convicts. Inside, however, the impressive rotunda sports vast amounts of marble from Alaska (gray), Georgia (red), Vermont (green), and Italy (black). Sixty-foot-high faux-marble pillars support the dome. Around the four-story interior are changing exhibits put together by many state agencies and special-interest groups. The 1st floor holds a portrait gallery of Idaho’s territorial governors, while the 4th floor is home to the Statuary Hall, where a replica of the Winged Victory of Samothrace, a gift from the French following World War II, is prominently displayed. Also on the 4th floor are the entrances to the House and Senate galleries, where you can watch Idaho’s lawmakers in action when the legislature is in session. The 2nd and 3rd floors house the executive-branch offices and the legislative chambers, respectively.


Back outside, a circuit of the grounds reveals some interesting finds. Across Jefferson Street stands a bronze statue of former governor Frank Steunenberg, assassinated in 1905, supposedly in retaliation for his use of federal troops to squelch the Silver Valley mining riots some six years earlier. On the front steps of the capitol is a replica of the Liberty Bell, sans crack, and nearby you’ll spot a seacoast cannon that was used by the Confederacy in the Civil War.


The capitol is open for self-guided tours (6am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm weekends). A free walking-tour booklet is available at the visitor information desk on the 1st floor. One-hour guided tours (208/332-1012, 10am-1pm Mon.-Fri., minimum five people, reserve at least two weeks in advance) are also available.


Jack’s Urban Meeting Place


Jack’s Urban Meeting Place (www.jacksurbanmeetingplace.org), referred to as JUMP, is slated to open in 2016 in downtown Boise. This nonprofit, interactive community center, bounded by 9th and 11th Streets and Broad and Myrtle Streets, pays homage to Jack Simplot, a potato farmer who became a billionaire after landing the frozen fries contract with McDonald’s in the 1960s. He passed away in 2008, but his legacy lives on with this beautiful new building (funded by the Simplot family) that features public studio spaces for artists, public art, an urban park with an outdoor amphitheater, and a museum of antique tractors. The J.R. Simplot Company will be relocating its corporate offices to this location as well.




Idaho’s Basque Country


The Boise area is home to more than 10,000 Basque Americans, the largest population in one city outside the Basque country of Spain. A Basque bar, Basque restaurants, Basque dancers, and a vibrant Basque block add cultural spice to Idaho’s capital city.


Basques first began coming to Boise soon after the city was founded; by 1910 the city’s Basque population was sizable. In traditional Basque culture, only one child inherits all the family wealth. The others—drawn by stories of goldfield bonanzas and high wages—made their way to the western United States. Many found work as miners, others as ranch hands. A large number became sheepherders, though it wasn’t their experience back home that got them that job. Some of them had never tended sheep before; others had run small herds in their homeland, but nothing the size of the operations common to Idaho and the West. But it was a job that they could get without needing to speak English and that few others were willing to take because of its solitary nature. The Basque shepherds quickly gained a reputation for hard work and reliability.


Basques eventually assimilated into American culture and today are intertwined into Boise’s social fabric. Most of the sheepherders now hail from Peru, but they still use the same rustic-looking camp wagons that the Basques once used, and blue heelers and border collies are still the preferred dog breeds for herding sheep.


On Boise’s Basque Block, you can taste Basque cuisine at Gernika, Leku Ona, and the Basque Market; see traditional Basque dances performed by the Oinkari Basque Dancers; and get an overview of the unique culture at the Basque Museum and Cultural Center. If you’re in town for the annual Festival of San Inazio at the end of July, you can get a full-blown introduction to Basque life. And if that suits your fancy, make plans to attend the next Jaialdi, an international Basque cultural festival organized by the Basque Museum (208/343-2671, www.jaialdi.com) that brings to town more than 40,000 people every five years, slated to take place next in late July 2020.
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Jaialdi festival








Capital City Public Market


Eighth Street in downtown Boise explodes in a flourish of color every Saturday April-November. The Capital City Public Market (www.capitalcitypublicmarket.com, 9:30am-1:30pm) is the state’s largest Saturday market. Expect to find lots of fresh organic produce, farm-fresh eggs, natural meats, and prepared goodies such as crepes and flaky breakfast pastries. There is also a plethora of nonfood artisans selling handcrafted soap, photography, pottery, jewelry, and fused-glass art.


Boise Farmers Market


Serious foodies do their weekly shopping at this new farmers market in downtown Boise, held on the same day and just two blocks away (in a big parking lot at the corner of 10th and Grove Streets) from the Capital City Public Market. Boise Farmers Market (www.theboisefarmersmarket.com, 9am-1pm Sat., early Apr.-late Dec.) focuses on food and wine, so don’t expect to find any duct tape wallets and fused-glass earrings here. What you will find is a profusion of seasonally fresh local foodstuffs, ranging from farmstead goat cheese to American Kobe beef to a bevy of organic produce. Several Snake River Valley boutique wineries show up weekly as well. The market also has mobile food vendors, like stone-oven pizza and fusion tacos, to feed the hungry masses.
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fall squash at the Boise Farmers Market





NORTH END AND HYDE PARK


Some of Boise’s most appealing architecture is found in the city’s quiet North End, between State Street and the foothills. The tree-canopied streets are lined with beautiful Victorian homes and craftsman-era bungalows.


Bounded by 8th and 14th Streets and Hays and State Streets, numerous historic churches vie with one another for eye appeal, including the ivy-covered English Gothic St. Michael’s Episcopal Cathedral (518 N. 8th St. at W. State St.), which first organized a congregation in 1864, just after the city itself was established. The magnificent First United Methodist Church (11th St. and W. Franklin St.) is called the “Cathedral of the Rockies.” The modern Gothic steeple and its ornate stonework can be seen from some distance in all directions, and it’s an impressive edifice from any angle.


Hyde Park was Boise’s first suburb, dating back to 1891. It’s an attractive historic neighborhood located about a mile north of downtown. Growth in the district really spiked in the early 20th century once a Boise Rapid Transit trolley line was added to the 13th Street corridor.
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historic Hyde Park





The trolley line was removed years ago, but Hyde Park’s main drag (North 13th Street between Alturas and Brumback Streets) is still a thriving business district where you will find a string of restaurants, coffeehouses, and antiques shops. Grab an ice-cream cone at Goody’s Soda Fountain or a big burrito and a local brew at Parrilla Grill. The Dunia Marketplace is also worth checking out. This nonprofit store specializes in fair-trade artisan handicrafts from around the world. To get to Hyde Park, hop on the bus (Rte. 14) from downtown.


JULIA DAVIS PARK AND VICINITY


Thomas Jefferson Davis was one of Boise’s earliest pioneer settlers. He and his brother homesteaded 360 acres here in 1863, raising vegetables that they sold to the Boise Basin mining communities. On July 7, 1863, Davis and a handful of men got together in Davis’s log cabin to lay out the city of Boise. In 1871, Davis married Julia McCrum of Ontario, Canada. The new couple’s agricultural empire grew over the years, and they continued to add to their real estate holdings in the valley. In their retirement they offered the city about 40 acres along the river for a park. It took awhile to settle the arrangements, but in 1907 Julia Davis Park (700 S. Capitol Blvd.) became a reality. Today, the park is the queen of Boise’s park system, home to many of the city’s major attractions and plenty of open space. Plus, the park has the most beautiful rose garden in town.


Boise Art Museum


Beautiful inside and out, the Boise Art Museum (670 S. Julia Davis Dr., 208/345-8330, www.boiseartmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., closed Mon. and holidays, $6 adults, $4 seniors, $3 kids grades 1-12 and college students with ID, free to BAM members and under age 6) is growing in reputation with each passing exhibit. A gamut of major traveling exhibitions have been shown here over the years, like sculptures by Edward Degas, landscape paintings by Georgia O’Keeffe, and blown-glass art by Dale Chihuly. Its permanent collection includes the Glenn C. Janss collection of American realism, featuring some absolutely amazing photorealist works. A small store sells arts and crafts, art-related books, and art postcards. In addition to providing Boiseans a visual feast, the museum also hosts events year-round, plus the big Art in the Park festival each September.


Idaho Historical Museum


The Idaho Historical Museum (610 N. Julia Davis Dr., 208/334-2120, www.idahohistory.net) is also housed in Julia Davis Park, but it’s currently closed and undergoing extensive renovation and expansion, which will add around 13,000 square feet to the existing Cold War-era building. This will allow thousands of artifacts that have been gathering dust in storage to be seen by the general public for the first time, in addition to the historical objects of significance already in the permanent collection. The museum plans to reopen in 2017.


Zoo Boise


Zoo Boise (355 N. Julia Davis Dr., 208/384-4260, www.zooboise.org, 9am-5pm daily, closed major holidays, $10 ages 12-61, $8 over age 62, $7 ages 3-11, free under age 3) is a great place to take the kids when they start to get bored. The more than 80 species include red pandas, penguins, zebras, giraffes, meerkats, birds of prey, and monkeys galore, to name a few. The zoo is open year-round, but many of the larger animals are moved inside during the winter and not available for viewing. But the steamy indoor rain forest exhibit is not a bad spot to hang out on a frigid day.


Discovery Center of Idaho


On the park’s northern fringe is the Discovery Center of Idaho (131 Myrtle St., 208/343-9895, www.dcidaho.org, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.- Sun., closed major holidays, $15 adults, $10 seniors, $10 ages 3-17, free for members and under age 3). More than 100 wild, wacky, and amazing hands-on exhibits—a spelling robot, an air-brake chair, and a seven-foot tornado, to name just a few—fill this huge, mad-scientist-in-training’s classroom. Kids love this place, and it’s popular with adults too.




Extreme Capitol Makeover


In 2010, a major capitol restoration project was completed at the cost of $120 million to state taxpayers. Besides extensive renovation to the original exterior, the interior was given lots of love, including refinished marble and wood flooring, upgraded lighting, hardware restoration, and the addition of a new passenger elevator. Speaking of elevators, construction workers found a nice surprise when they tore down a wall-sized bookcase on the 1st floor, unveiling a beautifully preserved electric elevator from the early 20th century. The shaft was plugged long ago, but the birdcage-like elevator is now part of the capitol tour.
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Idaho State Capitol after major renovation





There was much more than restoration going on while the building was closed to the general public for two years. The project also included the construction of two 25,000-square-foot underground wings. These subterranean structures (barely visible from the street) are used for additional legislative offices and hearing rooms. The only downside to the construction was that 11 century-old trees had to be cut down to make way for the digging. Unfortunately, these included an oak tree planted by Benjamin Harrison and an Ohio buckeye planted by William Taft.


A creative caveat to this tree felling is that more than 4,000 board feet of wood was made available to local artists for various projects. Idaho State Rep. Max Black, an ardent woodworker and Republican lawmaker who spearheaded the drive, carved out a wooden replica of an Oregon Short Line steam engine, which has been part of a rotating display in the Statuary Hall on the 4th floor. A permanent Idaho history exhibit was also installed four flights down the marble steps on the garden level.





WARM SPRINGS AVENUE


Warm Springs Avenue was one of early Boise’s most prestigious addresses, and many beautifully restored Victorian and Queen Anne-style homes can be seen as you cruise down the shady tree-lined avenue. The street didn’t get its name for nothing: Boise’s abundant geothermal resources were developed early in the city’s history. Today, many of the homes here continue to be heated with naturally hot water, as is the state capitol.


Pioneer Cemetery


Boise founders Julia Davis and Thomas Jefferson Davis, early Idaho governor George Shoup, and pioneer notables and nobodies alike share this final resting place in Pioneer Cemetery, near the intersection of Warm Springs and Broadway Avenues. The simple, poignant graves remain unadulterated by modern historical plaques or keep-away-from-the-history barriers. It’s a nice spot for a picnic amid the ghosts of Boise’s forefathers and foremothers.



S MK Nature Center



Squirrels chatter in the trees, rainbow trout cruise sheltered pools, birds practice avian arias, and brightly colored flowers face the sun to shout off the morning dew. It’s all at the MK Nature Center (600 S. Walnut St., 208/334-2225 or 208/368-6060, trails sunrise-sunset, free; visitors center 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., free), a miniature 4.6-acre wildlife preserve and botanical garden a couple of blocks south of Warm Springs Avenue. Trails lead past a rushing stream and a tranquil glade to unique exhibits like a cutaway glass-walled stream where you can watch many of Idaho’s native fish species cavorting in their underwater realm. The visitors center holds additional exhibits and a gift shop.




[image: image]


MK Nature Center






S Old Idaho Penitentiary



The Old Idaho Penitentiary (2445 Old Penitentiary Rd., 208/334-2844, noon-5pm daily, $5 adults, $4 seniors, $3 ages 6-12, free under age 6) is one of only four U.S. territorial prisons still standing. It was built in 1870 and remained in use for more than a century. Among its famous tenants: Harry Orchard, convicted for the 1905 assassination of Governor Frank Steunenberg; and Lyda “Lady Bluebeard” Southard, convicted of killing her fourth husband for insurance money and suspected of doing away with the first three as well.
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the stone walls at the Old Idaho Penitentiary





The Old Pen looks like something from another time—part Wild West military fortification, part medieval castle. It’s hard to imagine that a 19th-century cellblock with no internal plumbing (“night buckets” were used) served inmates until the 1970s. Not surprisingly, the antiquated conditions led to a riot in 1973 that resulted in the gutting of a couple of buildings. That event helped convince the powers that be to move the prison to a new facility more appropriate to the 20th century. Now you can tour this State Historic Site, which boasts a beautiful rose garden that juxtaposes the original prison gallows, where numerous unfortunate convicts were dispatched to their final resting places. The self-guided walking tour takes approximately 90 minutes.


Idaho Botanical Garden


In the shadow of the Old Pen you’ll find the Idaho Botanical Garden (2355 Old Penitentiary Rd., 208/343-8649, www.idahobotanicalgarden.org, 9am- 9pm daily Mar. 15-Nov. 15, $7 adults, $5 seniors and ages 5-12, free under age 5). One species or another will be in bloom late April-mid-October. A humble labor of love relying heavily on memberships and volunteer efforts, the gardens provide an always-welcome oasis of tranquil greenery. Various trails snake around the grounds, with picnic tables and benches placed strategically. The Idaho Botanical Garden has turned into a popular summer concert venue in recent years, aptly called Outlaw Field. Big-name acts like Willie Nelson, Bob Dylan, Modest Mouse, and Steely Dan have brought in big crowds to this otherwise sleepy part of town. And during the holiday season, Winter Garden aGlow beautifully illuminates the desert.


BOISE STATE UNIVERSITY


More than 22,000 students pursue undergraduate and graduate degrees at Boise State University (BSU, 208/426-1011, www.boisestate.edu), making it the largest university in Idaho and one of the West’s fastest-growing schools. This vibrant urban university is situated right on the banks of the Boise River. Don’t be surprised to see professors and students fly-fishing in between classes below the Friendship Bridge, which connects the campus to Julia Davis Park.




[image: image]


Boise State University





Campus Highlights


On the west end of campus along the river is Morrison Center for the Performing Arts (tickets 208/426-1609 or 208/426-1110). Considered one of the country’s most acoustically perfect performance halls, the award-winning Morrison Center schedules musical and cultural events throughout the year. Tours of the 2,000-seat facility are offered by advance arrangement.


The Hemingway Western Studies Center (208/426-1999) focuses on the works and study of Western writers and other artists. The center also holds Hemingway memorabilia, including pictures of Papa’s Ketchum home and a magazine article reprinting a letter Hemingway wrote to his editor grousing about young wannabe writers dropping by uninvited and interrupting his work. It also houses the Idaho Film Collection, an archive of films made in the Gem State that includes the works of silent filmmaker Nell Shipman. A small art gallery (10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat., free) presents student projects and exhibits related to the West.


Centennial Amphitheater is a delightful open and grassy 800-seat amphitheater within earshot of the Boise River. It’s a great place to have a picnic. The adjacent road heading away from the river into the heart of campus leads to Taco Bell Arena (tickets 208/426-1494, www.broncosports.com). A variety of events—from BSU Broncos basketball games to major concerts like Macklemore and Lady Antebellum—are staged in this 13,000-seat arena. Looking east from the arena, you can’t miss the imposing Albertsons Stadium (tickets 208/426-1494, www.broncosports.com) on the east edge of campus. For better or worse, this 37,000-seat stadium is known throughout the country not only as the home of the BSU Broncos football team but for its bright blue artificial turf, known to some as “Smurf Turf.” Thanks to the incredible success of the university’s football team in recent years, the stadium recently underwent a series of major expansion projects—adding glitzy skyboxes, more season ticket seating, a 97,000-square-foot indoor practice facility, and a Bronco Shop (208/426-4887), a ground-level store with shelves full of blue-and-orange BSU gear.


The Student Union Building, the on-campus social hub, contains the university bookstore (208/426-2665), an art gallery, a food court, pool tables, and even a small bowling alley. Adjacent is the Special Events Center, a theater used for seminars and performances, and across the parking lot on the 1st floor of the Liberal Arts Building is the Visual Arts Center Gallery (daily during the school year, free).


BSU has a recreation center (1515 University Dr., 208/426-5641), but unfortunately, most of it is only open to Boise State students, employees, and alumni. There are exceptions, though, like the outdoor program’s equipment rental center, where guests of people associated with the university are allowed to check out gear. The newish Cycle Learning Center (www.rec.boisestate.edu/clc/rentals), located across the street in the Lincoln Garage building, offers cruiser bike and mountain bike rentals to the general public, as well as bike repairs and accessories.


Tours and Information


Tours leave the New Student Information Center (208/426-1820) in the Student Union Building at 10am and 1pm Monday-Friday during the school year. The center can also provide campus maps and further information about the university.


Parking


Metered parking is available all around campus, and pay parking is available for visitors in two relatively new parking garages (University Dr. and Lincoln Ave., and University Dr. near Capitol Blvd.). For more information, call the Parking Office (208/426-7275). The BSU campus is a short walk from downtown, and the city transit system operates a shuttle bus around campus.


EAST BOISE


East of the university, ParkCenter Boulevard runs close to the Boise River Greenbelt. Here you will see the headquarters of two corporations that helped to define Boise’s reputation in the business world: URS Corporation (formerly Morrison-Knudsen) and the Albertsons grocery chain. Near these corporate campuses there are several restaurants, hotels, and other businesses, as well as the ParkCenter Pond, a popular urban fishing hole.


Bown Crossing


Travel southeast on ParkCenter Boulevard and you will eventually come to Bown Crossing, a startup district that places an emphasis on pedestrian traffic. This 35-acre development has nearly 100 residences—craftsman patio homes, townhouses, and apartment lofts—mixed in with restaurants, boutiques, and specialty shops. History buffs will like the informative Oregon Trail markers that run down Boise Avenue adjacent to the district.
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Bown Crossing in East Boise





Leaving Bown Crossing, cruising north, you will cross over the Boise River on the ParkCenter Bridge. Immediately on the right is Marianne Williams Park, a public green space that opened in 2012.


Harris Ranch


Heading north on East ParkCenter Boulevard will lead you to the Harris Ranch neighborhood (on E. Warm Springs Ave.), where housing developments have replaced a sprawling cattle ranch that once dominated Barber Valley. Besides lots of upscale houses, Harris Ranch is also home to Lucky 13, a popular pizza and sandwich joint that relocated here from Hyde Park a few years back.


Continue traveling east on Warm Springs Avenue and you will find the Idaho Parks and Recreation Department (5657 Warm Springs Ave., 208/334-4199, www.parksandrecreation.idaho.gov) and the Idaho Shakespeare Festival en route to Highway 21.


OTHER SIGHTS


Idaho Anne Frank Human Rights Memorial


In 2002, Idaho dedicated the Idaho Anne Frank Human Rights Memorial, a moving tribute to the teenage author whose family hid from the Nazis during World War II. A statue of Anne Frank is next to the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights and powerful quotes from human rights advocates through history. A series of educational voice boxes were recently installed that can be heard in English and Spanish. The monument is accessible from the Greenbelt between Capitol Boulevard and 9th Street, or by walking behind The Cabin Literary Center (801 S. Capitol Blvd.).
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Idaho Anne Frank Human Rights Memorial





Boise Depot and Platt Gardens


The city of Boise owns the Boise Depot (2603 Eastover Terr., 208/384-9591, open to the public 11am-5pm Sun. and Mon., free), the beautiful old Union Pacific station perched on a bench at the south end of Capitol Boulevard. The Amtrak route that once stopped here was abandoned in 1997. The depot’s Great Hall holds railroad memorabilia. Climb up into the bell tower for a great view of the capitol and downtown. Outside the depot you’ll see “Big Mike,” a Japanese-made steam engine from the early 20th century, as well as Platt Gardens, a small landscaped hillside with fountains, koi ponds, and trees.


Peregrine Fund World Center for Birds of Prey


The Peregrine Fund World Center for Birds of Prey (5668 W. Flying Hawk Ln., 208/362-8687, www.peregrinefund.org) lies six miles south of I-84 (take S. Cole Rd. south to the end and continue straight ahead a bit farther; look for the sign on the right). It’s on a hilltop only 15 minutes from the city but a world away—worth the trip just to experience the wind blowing across the sage and grasses, unimpeded by gas stations and shopping malls.


The Peregrine Fund started in 1970 from efforts to save the peregrine falcon, whose populations were on the decline before this nonprofit organization decided to step in. The peregrine was removed from the endangered species list in 1999. The Peregrine Fund continues its work to restore viable populations of other endangered raptors worldwide.


The Velma Morrison Interpretive Center (10am-5pm daily June-Aug., 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. Sept.-May, $7 adults, $6 seniors, $5 ages 4-16, free under age 4) has slide presentations to fill you in on the status of endangered raptors worldwide as well as the fund’s efforts to preserve them. You’ll see a couple of individuals up close and personal, perhaps a harpy eagle headed for the jungles of South and Central America, or a huge California condor. Outside are several birds of prey species, all incapable of surviving life in the wild for one reason or another.


SIGHTSEEING TOURS


Boise Trolley Tours


Boise Trolley Tours (208/433-0849, www.americanheritagetrolleytours.com, tours 11am Mon.-Fri., 2pm Sat.-Sun., $18 adults, $16 seniors and ages 13-18, $8 ages 3-12, $4 under age 3) provides a reasonable way to get an overview and background on some of the key parts of the city. All tours depart from Joe’s Crab Shack (2288 N. Garden St.) next to the Riverside Hotel. It’s not actually a trolley on tracks but a bus that’s gussied up to look like a trolley. It’ll take you around Boise for a one-hour narrated tour, introducing you to Julia Davis Park, the historic Warm Springs neighborhood, the Old Idaho Penitentiary, the capitol area, and the Old Boise Historic District. An informative narration reels off the history and fun facts of the city.



Flightseeing



SP Aircraft (4888 W. Aeronca St., 208/383-3323, www.spaircraft.com), a scenic and charter air service based near the airport, will take passengers up in a Cessna 172 on a one-hour air tour for around $260 per hour (up to three people). They also offer backcountry flight packages.


Sports and Recreation


This is an outdoors-oriented town. As soon as the spring rains end, Boise’s hills come alive with a profusion of wildflowers and the sounds of ratcheting derailleurs. Mountain bikers are everywhere—up on the Boise Front, along the Greenbelt, in the streets downtown. Warm spring and summer evenings find the streets crowded with walkers and joggers, getting after-work exercise or just enjoying the City of Trees. And come the dog days of summer, the Boise River and local reservoirs draw water-sports enthusiasts by the thousands. You can float the Boise right through downtown, past park after verdant park. Or go white-water rafting on the Payette River, less than an hour outside town. When winter snows blanket the Boise Mountains, the skis come out of the closets, bound for Bogus Basin Ski Area. Both alpine and cross-country skiing there is close enough to get to after work or even on a long lunch hour.


CITY PARKS


No matter which part of town you’re in, you’ll almost certainly be near one of the more than 90 parks maintained by the City of Boise. The parks range in size from the grand Julia Davis and Ann Morrison Parks to smaller pocket parks dotting the city. Several of the most popular parks are described below. For a complete list of parks and their respective facilities, contact the Boise Parks and Recreation Department (1104 Royal Blvd., 208/384-4240, www.cityofboise.org/parks).


All city parks are open sunrise to sunset. Dogs must be kept on a leash and are not allowed at Municipal Park off Warm Springs Avenue or at Platt Gardens adjacent to the Boise Depot. (Dogs can play off-leash in a designated dog park at Fort Boise Park, as long as they’re under your control.) Beer and wine are permitted at most of the parks, except where expressly prohibited. (Hard alcohol and glass containers are not permitted.) The Parks Department asks that you not feed the waterfowl or any other wildlife you might encounter.



S Boise River Greenbelt



The beautiful, modestly sized Boise River flows through the heart of the city. Its lushly lined banks have been preserved as the city’s signature park, the 25-mile Boise River Greenbelt that connects 850 acres of parks and riparian wetlands. Here you will find paved trails on either side of the river that wind along the banks, drawing strollers, bicyclists, joggers, and skaters. Several small piers jut out into the river in places, some half hidden by luxuriant greenery, while benches overlooking the water provide ideal places for quiet contemplation.


Wildlife also enjoys this riparian oasis. You’ll see abundant waterfowl, and if you get lucky, you might spy bald eagles, blue herons, great horned owls, muskrats, beavers, deer, foxes, or even a cougar cruising the bushes. At some points along the trails, the downtown skyline comes into view, reminding you just how close this tranquil escape is to the urban core. The Greenbelt runs from Garden City in the west (with plans to eventually expand onto Eagle Island) to the Discovery Unit of Lucky Peak State Park in the east. Other major access points include Veterans Memorial Park, Ann Morrison Park (enter from Americana Blvd.), and Julia Davis Park, off Capitol Boulevard. But head down to the river anywhere in town and you should be able to find the Greenbelt trails with no difficulty.


Ann Morrison Park


The 153-acre Ann Morrison Park lines the south side of the Boise River between Americana and Capitol Boulevards. It’s mostly level and grassy, suitable for kite-flying and pickup soccer games. There’s also an 18-hole disc-golf course, plus nice picnic areas and a big playground. Tubers generally haul out here after floating down from Barber Park.




[image: image]


the grand entrance to Ann Morrison Park





Julia Davis Park


Julia Davis Park is the “sights” park, home of Zoo Boise, the Boise Art Museum, the Idaho Historical Museum, a rose garden, and a band shell. The tennis courts here see a lot of use, as do the pedal boats you can rent for a cruise around the park’s pond. The park is bounded by Capitol Boulevard on the west, Front Street on the north, Broadway Avenue on the east, and the Boise River on the south.


Kathryn Albertson Park


You can’t miss the entrance sign for Kathryn Albertson Park, the tranquil, 40-acre wildlife preserve just across Americana Boulevard from Ann Morrison Park; its name is chiseled into 11 huge sandstone boulders that look like something out of The Flintstones. Paved trails wind around ponds, where many species of birds and other animals can be seen. The park was specifically designed to encourage wildlife. This park is a great spot for quiet meditation, a relaxing picnic, or an outdoor wedding. Swimming and fishing are prohibited, and dogs must be kept on a leash.


Marianne Williams Park


The newest in the string of Boise’s female-named parks, fondly referred to as the “Ribbon of Jewels,” the 70-acre Marianne Williams Park debuted in 2011 on East ParkCenter Boulevard near Bown Crossing. Prominent Boise businessman Larry Williams, who once operated a lumber mill on the site, donated the property to the city; the park is named after his wife, Marianne. Expect to find lots of green space, paved walkways, picnic areas, and a fishing dock. As an added bonus, an offshoot of the Greenbelt runs right through it.


Camel’s Back Park and Reserve


North of Hyde Park out along 13th Street, Camel’s Back Park and Reserve has two components. The corner lot at 13th and Heron offers an expanse of green grass with a soccer field, tennis courts, trees, and a large children’s play area with some neat equipment. Behind this area is the camel’s back itself—a couple of humps of hills rising up about 100 feet. Hike up to the top for a great view of the city; this is a popular place to watch fireworks. On the other side of the humps, trails continue down to the 8th Street trailhead.
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A trail leads to the top of Camel’s Back Park.





Fort Boise Park and Military Reserve Park


Fort Boise was built in 1863 as a base from which the U.S. 9th Cavalry could protect Oregon Trail emigrants from attack by hostile Native Americans. The guardhouse at 5th and Fort Streets is the original sandstone structure. In addition to the many original buildings and parade grounds, a number of newer government buildings have been added, including Veterans’ Hospital and the Idaho Veterans’ Home. A historic officer’s row sits on the hill above the hospital.


Fort Boise Park is also the hub of Boise Parks and Recreation activities. The Fort Boise Community Center (700 Robbins Rd., 208/384-4486) houses the city recreation office, a community weight room and gym, an art center, and lots more. Fort Boise Park also has a skate park, tennis courts, and ball fields. The Boise Little Theater (100 E. Fort St., 208/342-5104) is here too.


Military Reserve Park encompasses 466 acres of brush-covered foothills behind Fort Boise Park, where there’s also an old cemetery with headstone after headstone of Civil War veterans from different parts of the country. Only a few dirt roads cross the park, but dozens of hiking and biking trails lace the hills. It’s a quick-access wild area just three blocks from the city. Sagebrush scents and some great city views make the park a good place for a day hike or a trail run.


ParkCenter Pond


This eight-acre pond amid the hotels and offices of ParkCenter is a favorite spot for float-tube fishing and windsurfing. Sand volleyball courts and picnic tables round out the offerings. Hatchery-raised rainbow trout get planted here throughout the year.


Municipal Park


Your basic picnic venue, Municipal Park has large grassy areas that make it a natural for family reunions or employee get-togethers. But anyone can enjoy the shade and tranquility. Off Warm Springs Avenue, it’s near the MK Nature Center.


Veterans Memorial Park


The front half of Veterans Memorial Park (36th St. and State St., west of town, sunrise-sunset) has neatly trimmed lawns, stately evergreens, a small amphitheater, and a solemn memorial to Idaho’s fallen veterans. But head down to the back half and the park turns wild: The river flows through it, bringing swamps and riverine jungles that attract would-be Huck Finns with fishing poles as well as bicyclists and joggers who work up a sweat doing laps on the cool, quiet trails. A large lake separated from the river by a narrow isthmus provides calm water for swimming or floating around on a raft.


COUNTY AND STATE PARKS


Barber Park


East of town, 87-acre Barber Park (Eckert Rd., off Warm Springs Ave., 208/343-1328) draws tubers in summer for the six-mile float down the Boise River to Ann Morrison Park. You can rent tubes and rafts (208/577-4584) in the summertime. In addition, the park offers fishing access, trees and grass, and shaded picnic areas. A $5 parking fee is charged in the summer floating season to offset the cost of keeping this tidy, well-maintained Ada County park in such good shape. The park is on the Greenbelt bike path and makes a nice destination for a half-day bike ride out from downtown.


Lucky Peak State Park


Lucky Peak Reservoir, about a 15-minute drive east of downtown, is Boise’s premier place to escape the heat of summer. Lucky Peak State Park (208/334-4199, day-use only, Memorial Day-Labor Day) comprises three different units, one on the reservoir and two downstream from Lucky Peak Dam.
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Lucky Peak State Park





Coming from downtown Boise, take Warm Springs Avenue east. Eventually it turns into Highway 21. The first part of the park, about eight miles from town, is the Discovery Unit (day-use $5). The beautiful grassy park along the riverbank offers plenty of sun and shade, picnic tables, and some barbecue grills. No lifeguards are on duty, and some tricky currents in places make swimming potentially dangerous and certainly not recommended for small children.


Take the kids instead a bit farther upstream to the 25-acre Sandy Point Unit (208/334-2679, 7am-9pm daily summer, lifeguards on duty 11am-6pm daily summer, day-use $5), right below the dam. A calm cove here surrounds a fountain and makes a great place to float around on tubes or rafts, both of which can be rented from the concessionaire.


Finally, the Spring Shores Unit (day-use $5) is nine miles farther up the highway toward Idaho City on Lucky Peak Reservoir. The road curves over Highland Pass, past hillsides blanketed with arrowleaf balsamroot—brilliantly yellow in spring—and then drops down to the reservoir (turn right off the highway just across Mores Creek Bridge). This is the boaters’ unit of the park—water-skiers, Jet Skiers, bass boaters, sailboarders, and even a few sailboaters come here to do their thing in the high-desert lake rimmed by mountains. Anglers try their luck at pulling rainbow trout, smallmouth bass, kokanee, perch, and whitefish from the glimmering waters. The large marina (208/336-9505) offers numerous slips and a boat-launching ramp. The concessionaire also runs a small snack bar, sells boating supplies, and rents boats. A few picnic tables line the shore.




Bicycle City USA


It doesn’t take long after arriving in Boise to figure out that those who live here have bicycles on their brains. You’ll see people whizzing around on cool cruisers, tricked-out mountain bikes, and really nice road bikes.


If you’re lucky, you might even spot Olympic gold medalist Kristin Armstrong, who lives in Boise, taking a morning ride along Hill Road. (Armstrong is no relation to Lance Armstrong or his ex-wife, who also happens to be named Kristin.) She is a University of Idaho graduate and three-time national champion road racer. Her biggest achievements came when she won gold in the Women’s Time Trial at the 2008 and 2012 Summer Olympics. Needless to say, she came home both times to a hero’s welcome and a grand bike parade in downtown Boise.


On the benevolent side of biking, the Boise Bicycle Project (1027 Lusk St., 208/429-6520, www.boisebicycleproject.org) is a nonprofit community-run bicycle cooperative that fixes up donated bikes and gives them to low-income families. BBP also offers bike repair workshops, teaching people how to work on their own rides.


Boise hosts several exciting bicycling events, like the July Twilight Criterium, which brings in more than 100 professional road racers for a nighttime sprint through the streets of downtown Boise. Twenty thousand screaming fans line the sidewalks for this annual race, which has a Kid’s Ride (led by Kristin Armstrong, no less) earlier in the day. If you like suds and bikes, check out Tour de Fat-Boise, a beer and bicycle blowout, sponsored by New Belgium Brewing Company, that happens every August in Ann Morrison Park. The costumed bike parade is a hoot. Please drink and ride responsibly.
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Tour de Fat-Boise bike parade








BICYCLING


Boise is a great bicycling town. In addition to the Greenbelt, the “Ridge to Rivers” trail system (www.ridgetorivers.org) provides for on-road and off-road cyclists alike and continues to expand under municipal planning efforts. Boise also has plenty of bike lanes to offer cyclists an added margin of safety and comfort by keeping them a little farther away from traffic.


Mountain biking claims a big niche, and no wonder. Just north of the city lies the Boise Front, a vast tract of foothill wilderness—part Bureau of Land Management, part Forest Service land—laced with both primitive roads and single-track trails. You can ride right from downtown and in minutes be out in the sage and rabbitbrush with no other sound than the wind whistling through your ears. This is an immensely popular after-work and weekend destination for Boiseans, and the heavy use is beginning to result in some erosion problems in the area’s fragile soil. With the increased bike traffic, collisions at blind corners have unfortunately become a common occurrence.


To get there from downtown, head north on 8th Street and just keep going. Other access points in the same general area include Crestline Road (off Brumback St.) and Bogus Basin Road, just past the Highlands Hollow brewpub. A little farther south, Military Reserve Park, Rocky Canyon Road (at the end of Shaw Mountain Rd.), and Table Rock Road are other gateways to the Front’s trail system. Military Reserve Park has many trails that are well used in summer.


Here are a few of Boise’s bike laws worth mentioning: Bicyclists must slow down and use caution at stop signs, but need not stop if it isn’t necessary for safety. Bicyclists must stop at all red traffic lights. Also, it’s legal to ride on the sidewalks unless specifically prohibited by signs; pedestrians have the right-of-way, however.


FISHING


How many cities this size—how many state capitals—offer good fishing right within the city limits? Start with the Boise River that flows through town. Its cold waters hold rainbow and brown trout and whitefish. Popular access points include (west to east) Glenwood Bridge, Veterans Park, Capitol Bridge, and Barber Park. The river is stocked with rainbows monthly, and it’s stocked with steelhead for a brief time during the fall.
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fly-fishing on the Boise River





In addition to the river, many urban ponds are frequently stocked. Near the Glenwood Bridge, Riverside Pond holds rainbow trout and bluegill. Veterans Park Pond holds rainbows, largemouth bass, crappie, bullhead, and bluegill. ParkCenter Pond provides a home to rainbow trout, largemouth bass, crappie, bluegill, bullhead, and channel catfish. The ponds make ideal spots for youngsters to try fishing for the first time.


For more information on fishing the waters in and around town, you can pick up literature and find resources at the Idaho Department of Fish and Game office (600 S. Walnut St., 208/334-3700). Among the several fishing supply stores in town are Anglers (7097 Overland Rd., 208/323-6768) and Idaho Angler (1682 S. Vista Ave., 208/389-9957).


GOLF


Several courses in the vicinity keep Boise golfers swinging year-round, weather permitting—usually about 325 days a year. All the major courses offer club and cart rentals.


A perennial local favorite for its course, pro shop, and 19th hole is Shadow Valley Golf Course (15711 Hwy. 55, 208/939-6699, greens fees $20-42). Length for the 18-hole, par-72 course runs 5,514-6,433 yards. Many Boise golfers pick Shadow Valley’s short, scenic, and unforgiving hole two as the best in town. Also look out for holes 13 and 14 on the back nine. Hole 13 is a 525-yard, par-five dogleg with what many consider the most difficult drive in the city, while hole 14’s green has water on both sides. To get there, take State Street northwest from downtown and turn right on Highway 55 toward McCall.


On the north side of town you’ll find Quail Hollow Golf Club (4520 N. 36th St., 208/344-7807, greens fees $23-32). Hole 1 at this challenging 18-hole course sets the tone for what could be a very long afternoon; it’s a 293-yard, par-four nightmare that seems to be made up of equal parts sand, water, and grass. Hole seven provides a great view of the city. The length of the par-70 course runs 4,557-6,394 yards.


On the east side of town you’ll find Warm Springs Golf Course (2495 Warm Springs Ave., 208/343-5661, greens fees $22-31). One side of the picturesque municipal course runs alongside the beautiful Boise River—also known as “Old Man Watertrap” to those who hook left on hole two. The 18-hole, par-72 course runs 5,660-6,719 yards.


HIKING


Most bike trails in the Boise Front are open to hikers as well as bikers, and the Hull’s Gulch National Recreation Trail is open to hikers exclusively. Of the two Hull’s Gulch trailheads, the lower one is 3.5 miles from the end of the pavement at the north end of 8th Street; the upper trailhead is three miles farther up the road. The primitive road is easily traversed in the Oldsmobile; just take it slowly. Both trailheads are on the right and well marked. From the lower trailhead, the 3.5-mile Bureau of Land Management (BLM) foot trail rounds a ridge and drops into Hull’s Gulch—a deep, brushy canyon sliced down its center by the proverbial babbling brook. In spring, the wildflowers and butterflies try to outdo each other for your attention. Watch out for ticks during the spring months. The gradually ascending trail eventually reaches the lower limit of the pines, where a few magnificent ponderosas inhabit the sunny slopes.


All along the way, BLM signs identify some of the common botanical species and offer some basic ecology lessons. Among the plants you’ll see: willow, rabbitbrush, Rocky Mountain maple, chokecherry, and syringa, the state flower. In spring, wildflowers brightening the gulch include arrowleaf balsamroot, phlox, lupine, and larkspur. Among the animals you might catch a glimpse of are rabbits, lizards, porcupines, badgers, and coyotes. A 2.5-mile loop at the top lets you come back on a slightly different path, or you might want to leave the gulch behind at the upper trailhead and just hike back down the dirt road. This route doesn’t have quite the same wilderness feel, but it’s atop the ridge and provides great views of Boise, the Owyhee Mountains, and a large chunk of southwestern Idaho. For more information on the Hull’s Gulch Trail, contact the BLM’s Boise district office (3948 Development Ave., 208/384-3300).



HOT-AIR BALLOONING



Dawn over the Treasure Valley, the perfect desert stillness broken only intermittently by the blast of a propane burner lighting off a couple of feet over your head as you float over the scenic valley. Enjoy this experience by booking a hot-air balloon flight with Idaho Hot Air Lines (4049 W. Plum St., 208/344-8462, www.idhotairlines.com).


ROCK CLIMBING


Several climbing gyms in town and a good toprope area out near Lucky Peak help keep local climbers in shape. Urban Ascent (308 S. 25th St., 208/363-7325, www.urbanascent.com, 4pm-10pm Mon., Wed., and Fri., noon-10pm Tues. and Thurs., noon-7pm Sat.-Sun., day pass $8-15) is an indoor climbing gym near downtown, just off the I-84 Connector. Shoe, harness, and chalk-bag rentals are available. Both the West Family YMCA (5959 N. Discovery Pl., 208/377-9622) and the downtown Boise Family YMCA (1050 W. State St., 208/344-5501) have climbing walls.


On the BSU campus you’ll find a state-of-the-art climbing gym in the Student Recreation Center (1515 University Dr., across from the Student Union, 208/426-1946, 6pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 3pm-7pm Sun., closed school holidays), but you’ll have to be a guest of a student, faculty, or alumni in order to climb here. Equipment rental is available. Climbers must pass a mandatory belay test ($5); free belay classes are offered periodically throughout the week.


The most popular outdoor climbing area in the vicinity is Black Cliffs, a 1-2-pitch basalt outcropping on the north side of Warm Springs Avenue (Hwy. 21), across from the diversion dam. You can’t miss the roadside cliffs, a little less than a mile past the Beaver Dick and Oregon Trail twin historical markers, about seven miles east of downtown. Other popular areas include the old quarry behind the Old Pen, and Rocky Canyon—a small but scenic area north of Table Rock. To get to Rocky Canyon, take Reserve Road to Shaw Mountain Road as if you were going to Table Rock, but at the Y at the top of the hill, bear left on Shaw Mountain Road. A blue sign at the Y reads “To Rocky Canyon Road.” Follow the road to the end of the pavement and continue about another 0.25 mile on a good gravel road.


RUNNING


The city is full of great places to go jogging. Start with the Greenbelt, where you can enjoy a car-free workout of up to 25 miles, past the rushing waters and lushly vegetated banks of the Boise River. At any time of year, you’ll find Boiseans out for exercise on the Greenbelt’s paths. All the major parks are great places to run. You can loop through Ann Morrison Park, using the Greenbelt as one side of the loop and the park’s walkways as the other side. Or head over to Veterans Memorial Park on the west end of town—trails there wind down to the Boise River and around a marsh and a large pond.


Racers will find an event scheduled almost every weekend April-October; this is a runner’s town. The annual Race to Robie Creek, considered by many to be the hardest half marathon in the Northwest, is held in mid-April. Thousands of runners start at Fort Boise Park and work their way up Rocky Canyon and over Aldape Summit in this grueling backcountry race.


SKATEBOARDING AND SKATING


Skateboarders and hard-core in-line skaters alike go to Rhodes Park (15th St. and Front St.), under the Connector, to fly up the quarter-pipes and other fun features at this industrial skate park. Fort Boise Skate Park also has bowls and quarter-pipes, and the Greenbelt is a prime place for in-line skating.


Those who prefer skating on ice can head to Idaho Ice World (7072 S. Eisenman Rd., 208/331-0044, $7 adults, $6 under age 13 and over age 59), next to the Boise Factory Outlets. Public skating sessions are held daily; call for times. Skate rentals are $3, and lessons are available. Idaho Ice World also offers open curling (7pm-10pm Sun.) during the winter months.




Boise Sports Outfitters


The great outdoors is at your doorstep in Boise, and you’ll want to get out there and enjoy it. Here’s a list of some outfitters that rent the gear you’ll need. First look up the type of gear you want to rent in the chart on top, then match the numbers listed there to the outfitter list.


Backpacks: 6, 10


Bikes: 3, 6, 8


Canoes: 7


Inner tubes: 1


Kayaks: 4 (inflatable), 7


Rafts: 1, 4, 7


Rock-climbing shoes: 2, 6, 10


Skates: 8, 9


Skis:


Alpine: 5, 8


Cross-country: 2, 6, 8, 10


Telemark/backcountry: 2, 6, 10


Snowboards: 3, 5, 6, 8, 9


Snowshoes: 2, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10


Tennis rackets: 8


Tents: 2, 6, 10


1. Epley’s Boise River Rentals (Barber Park on Eckert Rd., upstream end of the Greenbelt, 208/577-4584), July 1-Labor Day


2. The Benchmark (625 Vista Ave., 208/338-1700)


3. Bikes2Boards (3525 W. State St., 208/343-0208)


4. Boise Army-Navy (4924 Chinden Blvd., 208/322-0660)


5. Sports Authority (1301 N. Milwaukee St., 208/378-9590)


6. Idaho Mountain Touring (1310 W. Main St., 208/336-3854)


7. Idaho River Sports (601 Whitewater Park Blvd., 208/336-4844)


8. McU Sports (822 W. Jefferson St., 208/342-7734; 2314 Bogus Basin Rd., 208/336-2300)


9. Newt & Harold’s (1021 Broadway, 208/385-9300)


10. REI (8300 W. Emerald St. at Milwaukee St., 208/322-1141)


Boise State University’s Outdoor Program, located in the Student Recreation Center (1515 University Dr.), has a large selection of four-season rental gear. If you’re a BSU student, staffer, or alum, or if you’re attending a BSU conference, you qualify to rent gear here. For more information on equipment rentals or eligibility, call 208/426-1946.





SWIMMING


The Boise River and Lucky Peak Reservoir are suitable for summer swimming, but Boise offers a number of swimming pools too. For indoor swimming, the Boise Aquatics Center at the West Family YMCA (5959 N. Discovery Pl., 208/377-9622, $9 adults, $4 children, family rates available) has a 50-meter pool for lap swimming as well as a children’s pool, a waterslide, and a hydrotherapy pool.


Outdoor city swimming pools can be found during the summer months at Borah Park (801 Aurora Dr., 208/375-8373), Fairmont Park (7929 W. Northview St., 208/375-3011), Ivywild (2250 Leadville Ave., 208/384-1697), Lowell School (1601 N. 28th St., 208/345-7918), and the Natatorium/Hydrotube (1811 Warm Springs Ave., 208/345-9270). Admission varies from pool to pool but averages $3.50 adults, $2.50 ages 12-18, $2 under age 12, free for seniors.


TUBING AND FLOATING


Each summer, some 300,000 people start at Barber Park and float their way down the Boise River to Ann Morrison Park, a six-mile trip that takes about an hour and a half. You can bring your own gear (air is available at Barber Park 10am-7pm daily) or rent it at the park’s rental office (208/577-4584, noon-5pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-6pm Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays summer, tubes $12, rafts $45-58, inflatable kayaks $37). A shuttle bus (1pm-8pm Mon.-Fri., 1pm-9pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, $3 pp per trip) leaves Ann Morrison Park every hour on the hour and Barber Park every hour on the half hour. Neither the rental office nor the shuttle operates if forecast temperatures fall below 80°F. It’s important to note that alcohol consumption has been banned for those floating the Boise River, and it’s strictly enforced by Boise’s finest. Also, Idaho law states that rafters ages 14 and under must wear a life vest. Tubers are exempt from this law, but wearing a life vest is strongly recommended. It’s also recommended that rafters and tubers take out at Ann Morrison Park because there’s a dangerous diversion dam just past the park that has claimed several lives in recent years.


WALKING


One nice aspect about walking in Boise: By and large, the city is flat. The Greenbelt, Boise’s premier walking path, meanders along the lush banks of the Boise River, providing plenty of spots along the way for quiet contemplation of the natural beauty. It also connects a string of parks from one end of town to the other and passes by Boise State University. BSU students often park off-campus and walk to class on the Greenbelt. You can pick up the path just about anywhere—just head for the river—but Julia Davis Park and Ann Morrison Park are two of the most popular access points.


One particularly wonderful spot on the Greenbelt for a stroll is at the east end, where you’ll find the Greenbelt Wildlife Preserve (ParkCenter Blvd. and River Run Dr.), open only to pedestrians and wildlife. You can’t park at the access point, which is located in a residential area; park on ParkCenter Boulevard somewhere, or just budget enough time to mosey down the Greenbelt from points farther west.


Downtown itself is generally a safe and pleasant place to walk, day and night. Evenings are especially nice here, after all the business traffic has migrated back to suburbia and the setting sun casts a warm glow on the numerous beautiful buildings.


WHITE-WATER RAFTING AND KAYAKING


The Payette River, less than an hour outside Boise, drops down out of the mountains in world-class white water that draws thrill-seekers from all over the country. Summer weekends see hundreds of rafters and kayakers on the river. The rapids here range from moderate Class III all the way up to unrunnable Class VI.


The Boise River Park (3900 W. Pleasanton Ave.), located on the Boise River between Main Street and Veterans Memorial Parkway, recently opened to the delight of local kayakers and river surfers. This urban river park is under the auspice of Boise Parks and Recreation, and it offers adjustable waveshapers and pneumatically operated air bladders that inflate to control the upstream water levels. The best part: It’s free to boaters.


ATHLETIC CLUBS


Boise has two YMCAs, both open to the public for a day-use fee ($13.25 adults, $6.75 ages 7-18). Here’s a hot tip for road warriors on a tight budget: The Y charges just $2 for use of its showers, but you’ll need to check the schedule to find out the available times.


The extensive facilities at the downtown Boise Family YMCA (1050 W. State St., 208/344-5501, 5am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-8pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun., pool closes a half hour earlier) include pools, basketball and racquetball courts, cardio equipment and free weights, a climbing wall, and child care. The West Family YMCA (5959 N. Discovery Pl., south of W. Chinden Blvd. and west of Cloverdale Rd., 208/377-9622, 5am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-8pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun., pool closes a half hour earlier) has racquetball courts, a gym, a teen center, a climbing wall, a child-care center, basketball and volleyball courts, and an indoor running track. The facility also houses the Boise Aquatics Center.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Baseball


Memorial Stadium (5600 Glenwood Ave.), adjacent to the fairgrounds, is home to the Single-A Boise Hawks (208/322-5000, www.boisehawks.com, mid-June-early Sept., $7-15), a farm team of the Colorado Rockies.


Basketball


Idaho Stampede (tickets 208/331-8497, www.centurylinkarenaboise.com, Nov.-Mar., $9-25) is an NBA Development League team that plays its home games at CenturyLink Arena. The basketball team is affiliated with the Utah Jazz.


Hockey


The Idaho Steelheads (208/424-2200, tickets 208/331-8497, www.idahosteelheads.com, Oct.-Mar., $17-50), affiliated with the Dallas Stars, bring East Coast Hockey League action to CenturyLink Arena.


Boise State University Sports


BSU fields intercollegiate athletes in seven men’s sports and 10 women’s sports, most competing in the Mountain West Conference. Division 1-A Boise State Broncos football games are a huge draw, held at the often sold-out Albertsons Stadium. The BSU athletic ticket office (208/426-1494, www.broncosports.com) is on the south end of the stadium.


Famous Idaho Potato Bowl


The annual Famous Idaho Potato Bowl is Boise’s single biggest sporting event, held at Albertsons Stadium in December during the college football bowl season. The bowl game usually pairs mid-tier teams from the Mid-American and Mountain West Conferences. For tickets, visit www.famousidahopotatobowl.com or call 208/426-4737.


Treasure Valley Rollergirls


If you like hard-hitting women on roller skates, check out the Treasure Valley Rollergirls (www.tvrderby.com), who host bouts throughout the year at CenturyLink Arena. These tattooed ruffians take on clubs from other cities in the region. You can buy tickets ($10-25) at the door or at various locations around town, like The Record Exchange (1105 W. Idaho St., 208/344-8010).


S BOGUS BASIN


Boise skiers are lucky to have superb skiing just 16 miles north of town.


Skiing and Snowboarding


Bogus Basin Ski Resort (2600 Bogus Basin Rd., 208/332-5100 or 800/367-4397, snow report 208/342-2100, www.bogusbasin.org, lifts 10am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-10pm Sat.-Sun., full-day lift tickets $25, 4pm-10pm lift tickets $20) has a base elevation of 5,800 feet and rises to a peak of 7,582 feet—high enough to provide featherweight powder when a cold front blows through. On the resort’s 2,600 acres are two quad chairs, a triple chair, four double chairs, and a rope tow, serving 52 trails with a maximum vertical drop of 1,800 feet and a longest run of 1.5 miles—not bad for Boise’s “local hill.” Snowboarders are welcome anywhere on the mountain, and a separate snowboard park offers a mogul field, half-pipes, quarter-pipes, and rail slides. There’s also an 800-foot tubing hill ($12 for two hours, reservations recommended) that’s accessible by a rope tow.


Night skiing here is one of the resort’s highlights, with 165 acres open until 10pm nightly. Weather can often be better at night than during the day, and a peaceful, uncrowded feeling settles over the area. The views on a clear night are something special.


Down near the lower day lodge, a cross-country ski area offers skating and traditional cross-country tracks on more than 12 miles of developed trails. Snowshoers will also find lots of trails that skirt the ridge, most of which offer great views of a major chunk of southwestern Idaho, from the Boise Front foothills in the foreground out across the Snake River Plain to the Owyhee Mountains in the background. A snowshoe trail ticket will cost you $7. Backcountry telemarkers who don’t mind some hiking should ask the staff about Mores Mountain (trail fee $14 adults, $7 ages 7-11, free under age 7 and over age 69). Rentals and lessons are available. For more information, call the Frontier Point Nordic Lodge (208/332-5390).


The resort’s skier-service facilities include two day lodges, cafés, rental and retail shops, a ski school, a racing program, ski programs for children and physically challenged skiers, and day care. The season here usually starts around Thanksgiving or early December and continues through the end of spring break.


Buses (208/459-6612, $13 round-trip, $8 one-way) serve the mountain from Boise and some neighboring communities; call for routes and schedules.


Sleigh Rides


Bogus Creek Outfitters (208/278-7000, www.boguscreek.com) will bundle you up in wool blankets and take you for a horse-drawn sleigh ride from the Bogus Basin Nordic Area to a cozy cabin a mile deep in the woods. There you’ll be served hot drinks by a roaring fire followed by a three-course dinner. The 2.5-hour dinner rides (6pm and 8:30pm daily, $80 pp) are offered November 28-mid-March.


Mountain Lodging


Sure, it’s only a half-hour drive back to Boise, but to guarantee first crack at that untracked powder, you might want to book a room in the Pioneer Condominiums (208/332-5200, www.pioneercondos.com, $129-149, reserve in advance), which lie at mid-mountain, just steps from the slopes—you could ski right to your door if you wanted. Many of the plush yet unpretentious units offer fireplaces, with kindling and firewood provided. A hot tub and sauna can work après-ski wonders on those knots in your quads. Other amenities include free laundry and free transportation to the lower base area in ski season. You can get special rates for weekly stays and large groups. The condos are immediately adjacent to Pioneer Lodge—the upper day lodge of the alpine ski area—where the bar and grill is open until 11pm nightly.


Bogus Basin also operates a yurt (208/332-5100, sleeps up to 12, $125), but reservations need to be made far in advance because it’s popular during the winter months. No maid service here—you pack it in and pack it out.



Entertainment and Events



Boise has a vibrant arts and entertainment scene, with several outstanding mainstays leading the way. The City of Trees boasts a high concentration of actors, dancers, writers, and visual artists, giving it an artsy feel. Musicians flourish here too; indie superstars Built to Spill hail from these parts, as does Hillfolk Noir, an alternative bluegrass trio, and Americana sweetheart Eilen Jewell.


PERFORMING ARTS


Tickets for many Boise-area performing arts events, especially those at Boise State University’s Morrison Center and Taco Bell Arena, are available through Idaho Tickets (www.idahotickets.org), or stop at any of the dozens of outlets, which include the BSU Student Union Building (1700 University Dr.) and Albertsons stores across southern Idaho and eastern Oregon.


Boise Philharmonic


One of the Northwest’s premier symphony orchestras, the Boise Philharmonic (ticket office in Esther Simplot Performing Arts Academy, 516 S. 9th St., 208/344-7849, www.boisephilharmonic.org, $15-40) is the state’s largest performing arts organization and the oldest as well, dating back more than 100 years. Symphony season runs mid-September-mid-April, with performances at the Morrison Center on the BSU campus, Swayne Auditorium at Northwest Nazarene University in Nampa, as well as other venues around town. Numerous internationally acclaimed guest artists perform with the symphony each year.


Opera Idaho


See Madame Butterfly get the shaft! See Don Giovanni meet his just reward! Opera Idaho (513 S. 8th St., 208/345-3531, tickets 208/387-1273, www.operaidaho.org, $15-40) performs several masterworks throughout the year. Boise performances often take place at the Egyptian Theatre (700 W. Main St.).


Ballet Idaho


Squeeze into those toe shoes and plié on down to the Morrison Center for a performance by Ballet Idaho (501 S. 8th St., 208/343-0556, www.balletidaho.org, Oct.-Apr., $38-58). The company teams up with the Boise Philharmonic in December for the perennial holiday favorite, The Nutcracker.


Oinkari Basque Dancers


The story of the Oinkari Basque Dancers starts in 1949 with Basque Boisean Juanita “Jay” Uberuaga Hormaechea, who could dance the jota like a house afire. She decided that all Basque American children should have the chance to learn the dances of the old country and began teaching them. In 1960 a group of her students went to Europe to see the homeland firsthand. In San Sebastian they met and studied with a local troupe named Oinkari, loosely translated as “check out those flying feet!” The two groups danced together a few times a week, developing close bonds. When the Boiseans were ready to return to the United States and form their own troupe, the San Sebastian Oinkaris asked the Boiseans to do them the honor of naming the fledgling American troupe Oinkari as well, in effect creating sister dance companies.


Boise’s Oinkari Basque Dancers (208/557-1960, www.oinkari.org) went on to perform at four World’s Fairs and in the rotunda of the capitol in Washington, DC. Today, the company performs at the international Jaialdi festival, at the annual Festival of San Inazio, and at other times throughout the year. Members wear traditional Basque costumes and dance the jota—a quick-step that has been around in one variation or another since the 12th century—and other traditional dances. The company remains a vital part of Boise’s Basque community; dancers must be of Basque descent to join the troupe.



S Idaho Shakespeare Festival



Boise’s bard-based Idaho Shakespeare Festival (box office 208/336-9221, www.idahoshakespeare.org, $25-42) troupe ranks among the city’s shiniest cultural gems. From mid-June through September, Will’s works and other dramatic delights come alive in an outdoor amphitheater (5657 Warm Springs Ave.) along the river east of downtown. The festival grounds are a wonderful place to picnic before the show; bring your own or sample fare from Café Shakespeare.


Other Theater and Dance Troupes


Boise now has about 10 professional and community theater groups, so drama fans often have several playbills to choose from each week. Boise Little Theater (100 E. Fort St., 208/342-5104, www.boiselittletheater.org, Sept.-June, $9-16) is a community theater group that was organized in 1948. Performances take place at the Boise Little Theater in Fort Boise Park.


As its name implies, Boise Contempo-rary Theater (854 Fulton St., 208/331-9224, www.bctheater.org, four productions Oct.-May, $15-35) presents fare by such current-day playwrights as David Sedaris and Steve Martin. But don’t be surprised to see some classics by the likes of Anton Chekhov and Samuel Beckett, all in an intimate “black box” environment at the Fulton Street Theater.


Boise has a thriving modern dance scene as well. Check out Idaho Dance Theatre (405 S. 8th St., 208/331-9592, www.idahodancetheatre.org, Nov.-Apr.), a local troupe that puts on performances at the Special Events Center on the BSU campus.


LITERARY ARTS


Writers in Residence


Many notable authors have made Boise their home over the years. Most of these writers come to Idaho to teach at BSU’s Masters of Fine Arts Creative Writing program. In the past, Robert Olmstead and Elise Blackwell have taught classes at the university. Currently, Brady Udall (The Lonely Polygamist, Letting Loose the Hounds) and up-and-comer Alan Heathcock (VOLT) teach fiction writing here.


Anthony Doerr also lives in Boise. He is the author of several short-story collections, novellas, and a popular creative nonfiction book, Four Seasons in Rome. Doerr is a recipient of the O. Henry Prize and the Pushcart Prize for fiction.


The Cabin


Considered to be the beating heart of Boise’s literary world, The Cabin (801 S. Capitol Blvd., 208/331-8000, www.thecabinidaho.org) is based in an old log cabin next to the Idaho Anne Frank Human Rights Memorial. The literary center offers writing workshops and hosts a continuous stream of readings and author discussions. Over the years, The Cabin has brought to town famous writers such as T. C. Boyle, Elizabeth Gilbert, and Ruth Reichl, to name a few.


VISUAL ARTS


Public Art


One of the treats of exploring Boise is the discovery of art where you least expect it. Besides a profusion of art galleries around town, there are dozens of pieces of public art in an ever-growing collection that can be found throughout the City of Trees, including Homage to the Pedestrian (Patrick Zentz, 2002), an interactive walkway where motion detectors set off sounds, on the west side of The Grove. Across 9th Street in front of Hotel 43, Grove Street Illuminated & Boise Canal (Amy Westover, 2003) offers some glimpses into local history through silkscreened vintage photos and engraved text that observers can see as they walk amid steel and cast-glass circles. The Boise Department of Arts and History recently started a new public art project that commissions local artists to cover traffic light utility boxes with original artwork. There are currently around 40 of these colorful boxes in the downtown area.


Galleries


Stewart Gallery (2230 W. Main St., 208/433-0593, www.stewartgallery.com) is an attractive space that exhibits and sells the works of local and regional artists. Expect to find lots of contemporary paintings, eye-catching photography, and mixed-media pieces. Another noteworthy gallery in the downtown area is Boise Art Glass (1124 W. Front St., 208/345-1825, www.boiseartglass.com), a blown-glass studio that offers classes and sells jewelry, marbles, vases, bowls, and lighting fixtures. The in-house gallery exhibits a rotating selection of fused and hand-blown glass art.


Hipsters like to hang out at the Visual Arts Collective (VAC, 3638 Osage St., 208/424-8297, www.visualartscollective.com), just off Chinden Boulevard in nearby Garden City. Here you will find a constantly changing display of locally produced contemporary art, ranging from surrealistic paintings to bizarro mixed-media offerings. The VAC also has a bar, and it features live music and cutting-edge performance art on a weekly basis. You must be 21 to enter.


Boise State University has several galleries scattered around campus, including one in the Liberal Arts Building, one in the Student Union, and another in the Hemingway Center. For current shows, see www.boisestate.edu/art.


CINEMA


The Flicks (646 Fulton St., 208/342-4288, www.theflicksboise.com), near Capitol Boulevard and Myrtle Street, is Boise’s art film house. Its four screens show independent and foreign films as well as some of the more intelligent first-runs. In addition to the theater, a deli-style café serves panini sandwiches, pasta dishes, and scratch soups. You can get a microbrew or glass of wine from the café and take it out onto the patio or even into the theater with you. You’ll also find a good selection of art and foreign films in the DVD rental store.


The restored Egyptian Theatre (700 W. Main St., 208/345-0454, www.egyptiantheatre.net) is the city’s most historic and beautiful movie house. Built in 1927, its Egyptian design was inspired by the discovery of King Tut’s tomb not long before. Check out the ornamental sphinxes up near the roof. In addition to first-run films, the Egyptian regularly screens black-and-white classics and hosts a gamut of intimate concerts.


Elsewhere downtown, you can watch current-run movies in BoDo at the newish Edwards Cinemas Stadium 9 (760 Broad St., 208/338-3821).


NIGHTLIFE


The local music scene in Boise is undeniably rich. The town has a lot of musicians and a lot of places for them to play. Boise fervently supports its homegrown musicians, to the extent that many locals can actually support themselves with their music. It’s not uncommon for local bands to draw bigger crowds at the clubs than the nationally famous touring bands that come through town. And big-name acts show up in Boise with some regularity. Here’s a look at a few concert houses, nightclubs, and cocktail lounges worth checking out. It’s important to note that Boise recently passed a citywide smoking ban inside bars and restaurants, so the air is a lot cleaner in venues around town these days.


The Knitting Factory Concert House (416 S. 9th St., 208/367-1212, www.bo.knittingfactory.com) is one of the top live-music venues in town, with a never-ending onslaught of national touring acts. Don’t be surprised to see bands like the Smashing Pumpkins, the Robert Cray Band, David Allan Coe, and The Misfits.


The Revolution Concert House (4983 N. Glenwood St., Garden City, 208/938-2933, www.cttouringid.com) is a new concert venue in neighboring Garden City that brings to town big-name acts throughout the year. This 17,000-square-foot facility lures in bands that can no longer fill arenas, but are still too big for smaller venues such as the Knitting Factory.
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