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Philadelphia's been getting a lot of press about becoming America's “next great city.” And though I'm pleased to see my city getting the recognition it deserves, I need to set the record straight. As any proud local will tell you—and we are all proud—Philly has always been a great city, and it keeps getting better all the time.

As you're exploring the streets of Philadelphia (some paved and some still cobblestone) in the footsteps of Benjamin Franklin, history is always present. Though Center City has blossomed into a world-class downtown, new skyscrapers, restaurants, theaters, and galleries still mingle with the well-preserved homes and churches of the founding fathers.

While visiting the Liberty Bell and jogging up the famed Art Museum steps à la Rocky, be sure to indulge in the activities that locals enjoy. Relax in Rittenhouse Square. Grab lunch in Reading Terminal Market. Stroll along the Schuylkill River Trail. See a play on the Avenue of the Arts. In the colorful neighborhoods beyond Center City, you'll discover family-run greasy spoons where you'll be called “Hon,” charming BYOBs, and dive bars where Quizzo and karaoke rival the 76ers, Eagles, Phillies, and Flyers as serious competitive sports.

Philadelphians have an innate and unshakeable hometown pride, and we couldn't be happier that millions of visitors are flocking to see for themselves what we've known all along. But let's be clear: Philadelphia will never become “the next” Boston, San Francisco, or New York. There is no city in the world quite like Philly—and that's just the way we like it.


Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Old City

Most first-time visits to Philadelphia begin in Old City. Home to Independence National Historical Park, “the nation’s most historic square mile,” this is where you’ll find Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, the National Constitution Center, and many other historic attractions. Old City also has a wealth of dining, shopping, hotels, and nightlife.

Society Hill

A tranquil neighbor to Old City, Society Hill boasts many of the finest and oldest homes and cathedrals in the city. Bordered by leafy Washington Square Park to the west and the Penn’s Landing waterfront strip to the east, it is a lovely place to soak up American history.

Center City East

Broad Street, known as Avenue of the Arts in the blocks south of City Hall that are home to the city’s biggest theater and opera houses, divides the downtown business district into East and West. Center City East is home to Reading Terminal Market, Chinatown, Midtown Village, Antique Row and Washington Square West, which is the center of local gay culture.

Center City West

The skyscrapers, hotels, restaurants, bars, and shops are the biggest and generally the most upscale on the west side of Broad Street in Center City West. The action centers around tree-lined Rittenhouse Square and the chic Rittenhouse Row shopping district, also home to many restaurants, hotels, and bars.
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Rittenhouse Square



Museum District

Lined with flowers, sculptures, and flags from around the world, the Benjamin Franklin Parkway is the broad, diagonal street connecting City Hall with the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Home to the Franklin Institute, Rodin Museum, Academy of Natural Sciences, and the newly relocated Barnes Foundation, the Museum District is considered the cultural center of the city. Just north in the Fairmount neighborhood is the spooky Eastern State Penitentiary.

South Philadelphia

South Street, known for its eclectic mix of tattoo parlors, independent record stores, dive bars, and upscale restaurants, forms the northern border of South Philly. The Italian Market embodies the area’s diverse mix of Italian and Asian influences. Farther south, East Passyunk Avenue has hip new restaurants and chic boutiques alongside centuries-old family-run pizza joints and tchotchke shops.

University City

The University of Pennsylvania and Drexel University are just blocks apart in University City, the section of West Philly nearest to Center City. While the area is dominated by student life, there are also museums, restaurants, shopping, and bed-and-breakfasts for all ages to enjoy.


Northern Liberties


For many years considered the up-and-coming neighborhood, No-Libs has officially come up. Chic boutiques and Edgar Allen Poe’s house draw a sprinkling of visitors by day, but the area—with its excellent restaurants and nightlife—truly comes alive at night.

Chestnut Hill and Manayunk

A short drive from Center City along I-76 or Kelly Drive, Manayunk and Chestnut Hill are well worth the trip. Main Street is Manayunk’s trendy strip of boutiques, bars, and restaurants, and Germantown Avenue is Chestnut Hill’s upper-crust shopping district. While you’re in the northwest part of the city, take a hike in peaceful Wissahickon Park and visit the historic homes in nearby Germantown.

Fairmount Park

The largest urban park system in the nation boasts miles of hiking, biking, and jogging trails. The Schuylkill River bike trail is a paved loop that spreads out on both sides of the river. In addition to endless recreational opportunities, the park is home to historic sights, gardens, and the Philadelphia Zoo.
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    	Independence Hall
    	the Channel 6 Zooballoon at the Philadelphia Zoo
  



Greater Philadelphia

Greater Philadelphia is the area just outside the Philadelphia city limits, including suburbs and the surrounding counties. For the purposes of this guidebook, there are also some destinations included on this map that are part of the city but do not lie within the primary neighborhood map areas.

When to Go

To enjoy the mildest weather and avoid the largest crowds, visit in spring or fall. To be assured that all attractions are open, visit May-October, as a small selection of tourist sites are only open seasonally. If you don’t mind longer lines for popular attractions and hotel rates that rise along with the temperature, the city comes alive in summer with festivals, fireworks, and parades—especially during the week of Independence Day. And if you don’t mind bundling up, winter offers the lowest hotel rates, fewest crowds, and, if you’re lucky, perhaps a beautiful snowfall.
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The Three-Day Best of Philadelphia


Day 1

3 Any first-time visit to Philadelphia should begin in Old City, where Philly’s most famous historic sights are conveniently located within a few square blocks dubbed Independence National Historical Park.

3 Have breakfast at The Continental and then head to the Independence Visitor Center. Here, you’ll find information and maps, watch a short historical film, sign up for tours, buy tickets for tour buses, and reserve your free, timed ticket for Independence Hall.

3 Spend the rest of the morning at the National Constitution Center or take a mural tour in an open-air trolley.

3 Eat lunch at The Bourse food court, then spend the afternoon visiting the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. If time allows, stop at nearby Franklin Court or the Betsy Ross House.

3 Old City is filled with restaurants and nightlife, so you have plenty to choose from. Try Amada for exquisite tapas, Zahav for modern Middle Eastern cuisine, or continue to immerse yourself in history with dinner at historic City Tavern Restaurant.
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	a city street in fall
	Zahav is one of the most critically acclaimed restaurants in Philadelphia.




3 Finish the night with the Lights of Liberty nighttime walking tour, or if you’re ready to return to the present, go bar hopping at the trendy Old City clubs.


  
Best Cheesesteaks
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Just order a cheesesteak “Whiz wit” for the classic with Cheez Whiz and fried onions.



You’re never far from a great cheesesteak in Philly, and it’s true that they are simply not as good anywhere else. They’re served in every neighborhood, at diners and in bars, out of food trucks and storefront windows, and in restaurants serving upscale twists on the classic. Just remember, you’re in Philly, so it’s just a cheesesteak, not a “Philly cheesesteak.”

• Pat’s King of Steaks and Geno’s Steaks (click here), the famous dueling spots in South Philly, are worth a visit for the cultural experience.

• Jim’s Steaks (click here), a Philadelphia landmark and regular stop for visiting celebs, serves superior steaks.

• At centrally-located Tony Jr.’s (click here), dress up your cheesesteak with add-ons like broccoli rabe or roasted peppers.

• Locals claim that no-frills John’s Roast Pork (click here), in business since 1930, serves the best sandwiches in town.

• Add a side of cheese fries or onion rings at Chubby’s Steaks (click here), and order a beer to wash it all down.



Day 2

3 Spend the day in the Museum District. Walk along the picturesque Benjamin Franklin Parkway and take your pick from the many museums while stopping for photo-ops along the way.

3 Don’t miss the world-class Philadelphia Museum of Art, and before you run up those famous steps, snap some pictures with the Rocky statue. Visit the stunning, newly-relocated Barnes Foundation, or if you prefer science to art, go to the Franklin Institute or the Academy of Natural Sciences instead.
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Top 10 for Kids

• Join in a real archaeological dig at the Academy of Natural Sciences (click here).

• Take the RiverLink ferry across the Delaware to the Adventure Aquarium (click here) in Camden, New Jersey.

• Tour the Betsy Ross House (click here), with an audio tour and scavenger hunt designed just for kids.

• See historic Philadelphia in a whole new light on the Lights of Liberty (click here) 3-D nighttime walking tour.

• Walk through the giant human heart model and visit the IMAX theater at the Franklin Institute (click here).

• Ride the carousel and play mini-golf at the historic-themed course in Franklin Square (click here).

• Take part in interactive exhibits at the National Constitution Center (click here).

• Visit the hands-on petting zoo and Treehouse and ride in the Zooballoon at the Philadelphia Zoo (click here).

• Discover one of the world’s best interactive kids’ museums, the Please Touch Museum (click here).

• Play in Fairmount Park’s sprawling indoor and outdoor Smith: The Kids’ Play Place in the Park (click here).



3 Have lunch at Darling’s Café or the classy Four Seasons hotel, and stroll behind the Art Museum to see Fairmount Water Works Interpretive Center and Boathouse Row.

3 If time allows, walk a few blocks north to the Eastern State Penitentiary and have dinner at London Grill or one of the other restaurants and bars lining Fairmount Avenue.

Day 3

3 Begin your day with breakfast at Reading Terminal Market. A few blocks away, explore City Hall, and on weekdays take a tour or ride the elevator to the base of the William Penn statue at the top of City Hall for a spectacular view of the city.

3 Next, tour the Masonic Temple across the street or the nearby Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.

3 Grab lunch at one of the many area food trucks or at Di Bruno Bros. market and take it to Rittenhouse Square for a picnic. Spend the afternoon strolling and shopping on Rittenhouse Row, or visit the nearby Mutter Museum.

3 In the evening, catch a show at any of the lovely theaters on the Avenue of the Arts. Have dinner at one of the many restaurants in Rittenhouse Square or head to Chinatown. Or—if you somehow haven’t yet, have a cheesesteak already! Tony Jr.’s is a Rittenhouse area favorite, or venture into South Philly for a one-of-a-kind experience at Pat’s King of Steaks.


Fun and Free: Philly on a Budget

Sights

With the exception of the National Constitution Center, all of the sights operated by Independence National Historical Park are free, including the Liberty Bell Center, Independence Hall, Franklin Court, Carpenters’ Hall, Bishop White House, the U.S. Mint, and the Edgar Allen Poe house. The Independence Visitor Center also has a free mini-museum and film to help visitors get acquainted with the area. Most of the historic cathedrals and places of worship throughout the city are open to the public free of charge, including Arch Street Friends Meeting House, Old Pine Street Presbyterian, and Mother Bethel A.M.E.

On the Avenue of the Arts, free themed tours are offered of the Kimmel Center and the Academy of Music, two of the city’s most beautiful theaters, and the Kimmel Center offers free performances.

Museums

Pay whatever you wish (zero is a number too) at the Barnes Foundation and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, including the Perelman Building, on the first Sunday of each month. The University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology is free during the last hour of each day, and the Fairmount Water Works Interpretive Center and the Institute of Contemporary Art are always free. At the Rodin Museum, an $8 donation is suggested but not required.

Galleries

Most of the city’s art galleries are free, including the Morris Gallery and ground floor of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, which presents rotating exhibitions of regional artists. The best time to visit the smaller galleries, mostly located in Old City and Northern Liberties, is on the First Friday of the month, when they are open to the public, many with the added lure of snacks and wine, which are also free.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights.

S Most Momentous Building: The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were debated and drafted in Independence Hall, and our nation was officially born (click here).

S Most Iconic Philadelphia Landmark: The Liberty Bell is practically synonymous with the City of Brotherly Love. Learn about its history and the many freedom movements that claim it as their symbol at the Liberty Bell Center (click here).

S Most Modern Old City Attraction: Offering a refreshing and fascinating contrast to the many historic buildings, the world-class National Constitution Center delights with high-tech interactive exhibits highlighting the history and meaning of the U.S. Constitution (click here).

S Most Complicated Site: Many of the men who fought for our nation's independence on the premise that "all men are created equal" also owned slaves. The President's House explores this paradox on the ground where the nation's first White House once stood (click here).

S Most Beautiful Office Building: Philadelphia's City Hall is the largest municipal building in the nation and arguably the most breathtaking. This impressive work of architecture is crowned by a 37-foot-tall figure of William Penn—the largest statue atop any building in the world (click here).

S Most Secretive Sight: A tour of the Masonic Temple reveals a lot about the magnificent building and a little about the world’s oldest, most mysterious fraternal order—the masons. The building is considered one of the three most impressive Masonic temples in the world (click here).

S Most Historic Market: Where else but the Reading Terminal Market can you eat delicious international fare and shop for unique goods in a former railroad station more than 100 years old? Go hungry: The smells are simply irresistible (click here).

S Spookiest Sight: The Eastern State Penitentiary mixes past and present with artist installations placed throughout the grounds in addition to all those creepy ghosts you'll encounter on a tour (click here).

S Best Art Museum—Inside and Out: Before entering the world-renowned Philadelphia Museum of Art, take in the stunning Greek Revival building and survey the city from the top of the "Rocky steps" (click here).

S Best Place to See Animals and Get High: The Philadelphia Zoo is the nation's oldest zoo, but it is regularly updated with all-new, cutting-edge attractions, including the Zooballoon, a hot-air balloon that rises high above the city, offering breathtaking views of the skyline, Schuylkill River, and Fairmount Park (click here).



Millions of visitors from the United States and abroad come each year to soak in the rich history of our nation’s birthplace—and for good reason. A 2012 Travel + Leisure survey ranked Philadelphia second among U.S. cities for its wealth of historical sights and monuments. Our nation was formed largely out of events that took place on local ground, including Revolutionary War battles and the drafting of the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, and a wealth of monuments and museums keep that history alive.

The largest concentration of sights can be found in Independence National Historical Park, rightfully dubbed “America’s most historic square mile.” Many of the city’s most famous attractions—including the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall—are conveniently located within this compact and attractive area, where tour guides in colonial garb and horse-drawn carriages make it easy to imagine the Philadelphia of our founding fathers. Even the least patriotic among us find it hard not to feel a surge of national pride after spending time in this part of town.

The past decade has brought still more life to Independence Park, with the addition of the interactive multimedia National Constitution Center; the Liberty Bell Center, a mini-museum to house the Liberty Bell; and a major renovation of Franklin Square. The President’s House monument and the National Museum of American Jewish History both opened in 2010, bringing even more diverse stories of early Philadelphia and U.S. history than ever before. The Historic Philadelphia Center reopened its technologically advanced Lights of Liberty walking tour and added Liberty 360, a 3-D panoramic film—two attractions that bring the past up to date with the present with groundbreaking technology.

While Old City is the nexus of action for tourists, you’re never far from history anywhere in Philadelphia, with markers of the city’s long life apparent from South Philadelphia to Germantown. As you explore, look for the National Historic Landmark symbols on homes, churches, cemeteries, hotels, and even some of the buildings that now house modern shops and restaurants.

In addition to the 300-plus-year-old sites, you will see 19th-century architectural gems like City Hall and the Grand Masonic Temple sharing the skyline with ultramodern skyscrapers like the Cira Center and the Comcast Center. Extending out from Center City, the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, often called the Museum or Cultural District, is a sight in its own right. Inspired by Paris’s Champs-Élysées, it connects City Hall with the world-renowned Philadelphia Museum of Art, which expanded in 2007 with the addition of the Perelman Building across the street. On or near the Parkway, you can also visit the Franklin Institute, the Academy of Natural Sciences, the Rodin Museum, and the world-renowned Barnes Foundation that relocated from suburban Merion to the Parkway in 2012.

Fairmount Park extends on both sides of the Schuylkill River and into the northwest section of the city, and in addition to its vast recreational opportunities, it is home to the Philadelphia Zoo, historic homes, gardens, and sculptures. Still more historic homes—including stops on the Underground Railroad and sites of Revolutionary battles—are open for tours in Germantown. Meanwhile, local institutions like Reading Terminal Market have remained popular for more than a century, helping connect Philadelphia’s history with the present. In a place that has done an extraordinary job of preserving its past while keeping up with the times, there is no shortage of interesting sights to see.



	
Old City

	Map 1 (tap here)




INDEPENDENCE NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK

Operated by National Park Services (215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde), Independence National Historical Park includes many of the most important sights in the heart of Old City, including the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. Because this is a government organization dedicated to preserving American history, all of the sites, with the exception of the National Constitution Center, are free. Major sites are open daily 9am-5pm, some with extended hours in summertime, while hours of more minor sites change seasonally and some close completely in winter. A free automated cell phone tour (267/519-4295) operates around the clock. Explore the sites in any order you like and look for numbered signs posted on buildings. When prompted, punch in the number of the site to hear more stories and information about the site for no more than the cost of minutes on your phone.

Start your day at Independence Visitor Center (800/537-7676, www.independencevisitorcenter.com) to find information, sign up for tours, and pick up the free timed-entrance tickets required for Independence Hall March-December. Come early in summertime as it’s first-come, first-served, and tickets are often gone for the day by lunchtime. Beyond the national park, there are many additional attractions in the surrounding blocks of Old City and Society Hill. The area is easily explored on foot, but if you prefer, take the PHLASH (215/389-8687, www.ridephillyphlash.com, $2 per trip). The big purple trolley offers continuous service May-October daily 10am-6pm with 27 stops at major attractions within the park and throughout the city.

Bishop White House

Reverend William White (1748-1836) was the first Episcopal bishop of Pennsylvania and founder of the American Episcopal Church. For nearly 50 years he lived in this home conveniently located between the two churches where he served as rector—Christ Church and St. Peter’s Church. Many prominent 18th-century figures, among them George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, visited him here. Restored to its 1787 appearance, the elegant Federal-style mansion offers a glimpse into the life of an upper-class 18th-century Philadelphia family. It contains White’s library, personal items, and an early version of a flush toilet, or privy—one of the very first in a Philadelphia home. Tours are limited to 10 people at a time on a first-come, first-served basis in combination with a tour of the Todd House. Note that at the time of writing, the Bishop White House was closed due to budget cuts. Call ahead.

MAP 1: 309 Walnut St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; tour only, call ahead; free; tickets required, available at Independence Visitor Center


CityPass or Philadelphia Pass?

Purchasing a CityPass (888/330-5008, www.citypass.com/philadelphia) is a convenient and economical option if you’re planning to visit most or all of the attractions that are included. It buys you one day of hop-on, hop-off service on the Philadelphia Trolley Works and Big Bus Company, which connects all of the other attractions, and admission to the Franklin Institute, the Adventure Aquarium, as well as your choice of admission to either the Philadelphia Zoo or the National Constitution Center and your choice of the Please Touch Museum or Eastern State Penitentiary. Good for a total of four attractions and valid for nine days, the passes are available at the Independence Visitor Center, online, or at any of the participating attractions. At a cost of $59 for adults and $39 for kids 2-12, visiting three of the six attractions makes the pass worthwhile, and visiting all six will save almost half off full admission prices.

Another option is the Philadelphia Pass (888/567-7277, www.philadelphiapass.com), which includes admission to more than 30 popular attractions, including all of those offered with the CityPass, as well as discounts at other sights, tours, shops, and restaurants. This may be a better choice if you’re short on time and planning a quick whirlwind tour, but you’ll have to move quickly since it is only valid for one, two, three, or five consecutive days. Prices range $49-115 for adults and $39-95 for kids 2-12 depending on how many days you purchase. The more days, the more you can save, with the five-day pass getting you access to most of the city’s sights for just $23 per day. Purchase online in advance and the pass can be sent to you or you can print out an email confirmation and pick it up at Independence Visitor Center. An extra perk of either of these passes is skipping the lines at most attractions.

Keep in mind that these passes are economical when you’re planning to pay for admission to several of the sites included, but if it is just an easy means of transportation you’re looking for, the PHLASH buses (215/389-8687, www.philly­phlash.com, $2 per trip) are a convenient option. Offering continuous weekend service May-October every 15 minutes 10am-6pm, the big purple buses cover a lot of ground, stopping at 27 attractions across the city.



Carpenters’ Hall

Before the meeting of the Second Continental Congress at Independence Hall, the First Continental Congress met in 1774 at Carpenters’ Hall. George Washington, John Adams, Samuel Adams, and Patrick Henry were among the group, which included delegates from 12 colonies who met to discuss their discontent with their ruler, King George. They were particularly disgruntled about the “taxation without representation” imposed on the colonies. The meeting resulted in one of the earliest formal acts of rebellion against British rule—a trade embargo—and was the precursor to the Second Continental Congress, which met two years later and declared war. The Georgian-style building was designed by Robert Smith and built in 1770 to serve as headquarters for the Carpenters’ Company of Philadelphia. Founded in 1724, the Carpenters’ Company exists today as the nation’s oldest trade guild. Over its long history, it has also been home to Franklin’s Library Company, the American Philosophical Society, the First and Second Banks of the United States, and a hospital for American forces during the Revolutionary War. Inside, you’ll find a scale model of the building, the original Windsor chairs used by members of the Continental Congress, and a banner carried during the 1788 parade celebrating the ratification of the Constitution.

MAP 1: 320 Chestnut St., 215/925-0167, www.carpentershall.org; Mar.-Dec. Tues.-Sun. 10am-4pm, Jan.-Feb. Wed.-Sun. 10am-4pm; free

Declaration House (Graff House)

When bricklayer Jacob Graff Jr. decided to rent out rooms in the modest home he built for himself in 1775, he never could have anticipated what would happen under his roof. Thomas Jefferson—a Virginia delegate to the Continental Congress and future president of the United States—was his boarder, and it was in these rooms that he drafted the Declaration of Independence. A small exhibit on the 1st floor contains rough drafts of the seminal document and a small theater for viewing the short film The Extraordinary Creation. The film reveals important details—like the fact that Jefferson’s original version called for the abolishment of slavery, but it was eliminated because the committee, including Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, didn’t feel people were ready for the change. Upstairs, you can see Jefferson’s bedroom and parlor, which include reproduction furnishings of his desk and swivel chair. Note that at the time of writing, the Declaration House was closed due to budget cuts. Call ahead.

MAP 1: 701 Market St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; daily 9am-noon, with extended summer hours; free

Franklin Court

Philadelphia’s favorite son—a printer, diplomat, inventor, publisher, author, statesman, and postmaster—founded the Library Company, Pennsylvania Hospital, Philosophical Society, the University of Pennsylvania, and much, much more, so it’s fitting that an entire court occupying a large portion of a city block is dedicated to him. This is where Ben Franklin’s home stood for the final five years of his life after he returned from nearly 20 years of working as a commissary in France and England. On the spot, a “ghost structure” made of steel, designed by world-famous architect Robert Venturi for the bicentennial, outlines the area. Remains of the original foundation, underground kitchen, and privy pit (toilet) can be seen through viewing pits in the ground, and flagstones around the house have been carved with bits of correspondence between Ben and his wife, Deborah, mostly discussing renovations to their home while he was away.

At the opposite end of the court, a row of homes built by Franklin in the late 1780s has been transformed into the Franklin Court Museum Shop and the B. Free Franklin Post Office and Museum. Note that the post office is the only one in the country that does not display an American flag—the flag had not yet been created at the time it was founded. The court also contains an archaeological display called “Fragments of Franklin Court” and a Printing Office and Bindery. The Underground Museum showcases interactive exhibits. As you will learn at the site, Franklin—like most major public figures—was highly praised and highly criticized. But there is no doubt he left quite a mark on Philadelphia, and the world.

MAP 1: 314-322 Market St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; hours vary by building and season, most exhibits open daily 9am-5pm in summer; free

Free Quaker Meeting House

The Revolutionary War raised a major dilemma for many Quakers—whether to uphold their religious values or fight those darn Brits. Since one of the most important tenets of the religion is pacifism, those who decided to join the fight for independence were often excommunicated from their meeting houses, so in 1783, those ousted for their political beliefs founded one of their own. The simple brick Georgian structure designed by Samuel Wetherill had 200-plus members at one time, including Betsy Ross and Constitution-signer Thomas Mifflin, who became known as the “fighting Quakers.” After the war, most returned to their former meeting houses, and by 1834 services were no longer held here. It has since been a school, an apprentice library, a plumbing warehouse, and headquarters for the Junior League of Philadelphia. Take a peek at the two original benches and original window and the five-pointed-star tissue pattern that Betsy Ross is believed to have used to make the first American flag. Descendants of the original group still hold annual meetings here.

MAP 1: 500 Arch St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; Wed.-Sun. 11am-4pm; free

S Independence Hall

Independence Hall is the centerpiece of Independence National Historical Park. Just in case you slept through grade-school history classes, this is where the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were debated, drafted, and signed, and where the United States’ independence from England became official. The principles that our nation was founded on were formed inside these walls.

Originally called the State House, the classic Georgian structure was designed by Andrew Hamilton and Edmund Wooley and built in 1732-1756. Of the many restorations it has undergone, the most notable were those by Greek Revival architect John Havilland in 1830 and by the National Park Service in 1950; the latter greatly restored the building to its late 18th-century appearance. The furniture is largely reproduction pieces, since most of the original furniture was burnt during the winter of 1777-1778 when Philadelphia was briefly occupied by the British Army. Independence Hall was the meeting place for the Second Continental Congress in 1775-1783, except during that brief British occupation. The most important decisions were made in the 1st-floor Assembly Room, home to George Washington’s famous “Rising Sun” chair. This is where he was appointed commander in chief of the Continental Army (1775), the Declaration of Independence was adopted (July 4, 1776), the design of the American flag was agreed upon (1777), the Articles of Confederation were adopted (1781), and the U.S. Constitution was drafted (1787). Original copies of the Articles of Confederation, Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution are on display in the Great Essentials Exhibit in the West Wing. You can also see the Syng silver inkstand that the founding fathers dipped their ink into to sign the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

Independence Hall is actually the center of a trio of matching Georgian buildings that housed the three branches of early government, and it makes sense to visit all of them together. On the corner of Chestnut and 5th Streets sits Old City Hall. Built in 1790 by master carpenter David Evans, it was home to the United States Supreme Court 1791-1800. Once the capital moved to D.C., this building became Philadelphia’s City Hall until 1870.

On the corner of Chestnut and 6th Streets is Congress Hall, where the two branches of Congress met (1790-1800). The House of Representatives was on the 1st floor and the Senate on the 2nd floor. Built in 1787, Congress Hall was the site of the presidential inaugurations of George Washington (second term) and John Adams. It is also where the Bill of Rights was ratified. On the 2nd floor, there are many symbolic designs, including a 19th-century fresco of an eagle holding an olive branch signifying peace and a plaster medallion on the ceiling with an oval sunburst with 13 stars to honor the 13 original states. The carpet features 13 state shields and cornucopias wishing for abundance in the new land, and is a reproduction of the original made in the 1790s by William Sprague, who was founder of the first woven carpet mill in Philadelphia, credited with bringing the carpet industry to the United States.

MAP 1: Chestnut St. btwn. 5th and 6th Sts., 877/444-6777, www.nps.gov/inde; daily 9am-5pm; tours start every 15-30 minutes, last tour at 4:30pm; free, timed-ticket required Mar.-Dec., reserve at Independence Visitor Center the day of visit (tickets go fast in summer so come early) or in advance online or by phone ($1.50 charge)

Independence Visitor Center

Just across the street from the Liberty Bell and steps from Independence Hall and the Constitution Center, the visitor center should be the first stop on any visit to historic Philadelphia. You can pick up maps, sign up for tours, check out the latest schedule of events, and ask the helpful park rangers questions. Visit the free mini-museum and watch the short film Independence for an introduction to the history of the area. Automated kiosks provide loads of information and allow you to book tickets to area attractions, not just within the historic area but across the Philadelphia region. The center has a gift shop, café, and wireless Internet, and is also where you go to reserve your free timed tickets to Independence Hall and to sign up for tours of the Todd and Bishop White Houses.

MAP 1: 6th and Market Sts., 800/537-7676, www.phlvisitorcenter.com; daily 8:30am-7pm Memorial Day-Labor Day, daily 8:30am-6pm during remainder of year; free


S Liberty Bell Center


You have to see the Liberty Bell if you’re visiting Philadelphia; it’s just one of those things. Don’t set your hopes too high—it is just a bell after all—and not a very well-made one at that. But the real attraction here is not the 2,080-pound piece of metal; it is what it has come to symbolize for people. The iconic symbol of United States’ independence and the birth of democracy, the bell has also been adopted as a symbol for other groups’ fights for freedom, including freedom from slavery and the women’s rights movement. In fact, the abolitionists were the ones who began calling it the “Liberty Bell.”

There is some debate over the details of the bell’s history, but it goes something like this: Originally built for the tower of the State House (now Independence Hall), it was cast in London and arrived in Philadelphia in 1752. It was built to commemorate the 50-year anniversary of William Penn’s Charter of Privileges, a document that had established unprecedented freedoms to the people of Pennsylvania and whose principles form a basis for some of the content of the National Constitution that would follow.

As for the cracks, the first occurred during its first ring in a test run. It was recast two years later by two local guys, John Stow and John Pass, who took the opportunity to carve their own names into it, which can be seen today. The bell purportedly was rung for several important events, including the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence in 1776. No one is sure when it rang for the last time, but some claim it was for George Washington’s birthday in 1846, at which point the cracks were so bad that the bell was rendered useless.

Housed in Independence Hall for more than 200 years, it was moved to Liberty Bell Pavilion in 1976 for the bicentennial. In 2003 it was moved again to its current home in the Liberty Bell Center, a modern glass-enclosed mini-museum and multimedia gallery containing documents, images, and a short History Channel film exploring facts and myths surrounding the bell, available in nine languages. The bell’s strategic position offers an uninterrupted view of Independence Hall, making it one of the most photographed spots in the city. On the bell, Pennsylvania is spelled “Pensylvania,” which was one of several acceptable spellings at the time. It is engraved with the message “Proclaim Liberty throughout all the Land unto all the Inhabitants thereof.”

MAP 1: 501 Market St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm; free

Merchants’ Exchange Building

This magnificent Greek Revival building designed by William Strickland (also responsible for the Second Bank of the United States and the steeple atop Independence Hall) was essentially the first stock exchange building in the country. Merchants came here to barter or sell their wares—previously done on the streets and in coffee shops and taverns. Now headquarters for the National Park Service, it holds a small exhibition on the building’s history. Built 1832-1834, the tower is based on the Choragic Monument of Lysicrates in Athens. At the dedication speech in 1832, solicitor John Kane aptly predicted: “The building which we have founded shall stand among the relics of antiquities, another memorial to posterity of the skill of its architect—and proof of the liberal spirit, and cultivated taste, which, in our days, distinguish the mercantile community.”

MAP 1: 143 S. 3rd St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; Mon.-Fri. 8am-4:30pm; free


S National Constitution Center


The only national museum entirely dedicated to telling the story of the U.S. Constitution, this modern structure sits just across from Independence Hall where the seminal document was drafted. The museum opened July 4, 2003, and immediately became one of the area’s most popular attractions, bringing in more than a million visitors a year. Inscribed on the outside of the two-story building are the first three words of the Constitution, “We the People.”

A visit begins with Freedom Rising, a live-actor Hollywood-style show complete with film, lights, dramatic voiceovers, and inspirational music that runs twice an hour. It’s actually quite entertaining and educational. The 360-degree theater is surrounded by a circular exhibit space, where you can learn anything you ever wanted to know about the Constitution; the events, people, and ideas that led to its creation; and the ideals from it that remain central to the function of government today.


Sightseeing Tours

Taking a guided tour can be a fun and educational way to start your visit to Philadelphia. Options range from your basic history tour to a bar crawl led by guides in colonial garb. Old City is usually best explored on foot, with lots of sights within close proximity of one another, but to cover farther-reaching areas of the city—or when hot summer temperatures make it unpleasant to do much walking at all—there are also bike, bus, trolley, carriage, boat, and even kayak tours to choose from.

On Foot

Guided 75-minute Constitutional Walking Tours (215/525-1776, www.theconstitutional.com, Apr.-Nov., $17.50 pp, $12.50 child 3-12, $55 family of four) start at Independence Visitor Center (6th and Market Sts.) and cover about 20 sites, including the Betsy Ross House, Christ Church, and the National Constitution Center. For $15, download the tour to your MP3 and go at your own pace. Note that the price of the tour does not include admission tickets.

On a 90-minute Candlelight Ghost Tour (215/413-1997, www.ghosttour.com/Philadelphia.html, Mar.-Oct. daily 7:30pm, additional times in summer, Nov.-Feb. days and times vary, $17 adult, $10 child 4-12) of Independence Park and Society Hill, you’ll hear tales of ghosts believed to roam “America’s most historic and most haunted city,” with stops including Independence Hall and St. Peter’s Cemetery. The same company offers a Haunted Trolley Tour, also 90 minutes, which covers more ground with less time at each site ($30 adult, $20 child 4-12). Walking tours depart from Signers Garden (5th and Chestnut Sts.), and trolley tours depart from outside the Bourse (11 S. 5th St.). Purchase tickets at the Independence Visitor Center, Omni Hotel Gift Shop (415 Chestnut St.), or online.

A variety of unique tours depart from Historic Philadelphia Center (Chestnut and 6th Sts., 215/629-4026, www.historicphiladelphia.org, Apr.-Oct., times vary). On the Tipplers Tour ($40 adult, $35 senior, military, and student), adults enjoy a drink at four different bars while learning about the role of the local watering holes in colonial Philadelphia. The Independence After Hours Tour ($85 adult, $55 child 12 and under, $80 senior, military, and student) includes a three-course dinner at City Tavern with colonial townspeople and Revolutionary-era reenactments between courses, followed by a walk to Independence Hall where you’ll “sneak” inside to watch the founding fathers debate the Declaration of Independence. In addition, the Lights of Liberty underwent a $10 million makeover with a new and improved tour debuting in 2011 that tells the story of the American Revolution through an audio track, giant laser-light images, and groundbreaking 3-D technology.

For a free tour of Independence Park, Twilight Tours (early July-Labor Day, daily 6pm, free) are offered by Friends of Independence National Historical Park (143 S. 3rd St., 215/861-4971, www.friendsofindependence.org). The volunteer-led walking tours meet at Signers Garden (5th and Chestnut Sts.) and last about an hour.

Philadelphia Society for the Preservation of Landmarks tours (1608 Walnut St., 215/546-1146, www.preservationalliance.com, prices and tours vary) are a hit with those interested in an in-depth tour focusing on architecture and history featuring off-the-beaten places that most visitors and many locals never see.

On Wheels

Philadelphia Trolley Works and 76 Carriage Company (215/389-8687, www.phillytour.com) operates narrated tours on open-air Victorian trolleys, double-decker London-style buses (Big Bus Company), and horse-drawn carriages (76 Carriage Company). Bus and trolley tours depart from the Independence Visitor Center (5th and Market Sts.) and allow you to hop off at any of 21 stops around the city, including Independence National Historical Park, Chinatown, City Hall, Eastern State Penitentiary, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia Zoo, Franklin Institute, and Penn’s Landing. An all-day pass costs $27 (adult), $25 (senior), or $10 (child 4-12), and a two-day pass is $43, $40, or $18, respectively. Carriage rides through Old City and Society Hill depart from 5th and Chestnut Streets and cost $35-90 for four people, depending on the length of tour, and an additional $10 for each additional rider. Avoid taking a carriage ride on the hottest summer days—the horse will be even hotter than you are. Check the website for the full variety of specialty tours offered by this company.

Tours on Segways (those two-wheeled, self-balancing electric scooters) are offered by two companies. Wheel Fun Rentals (215/523-5827, www.philadelphia.segwaytoursbywheelfun.com, $60-90) offer a 3-hour all encompassing tour of downtown Philadelphia and a 1.5-hour Old City Historic Tour. Both tours depart from the Independence Visitor Center. Detours (22 N. 3rd St., 267/324-5408, http://detourstouring.com, 1.5-3 hours, $55-89 pp) offers Segway tours that depart from Old City with the choice of three routes: one to the Art Museum District; one within Old City and Independence Park; and a “Cheesesteak Tour” to South Philly, stopping at five popular cheesesteak spots.

On Water

Schuylkill Banks River Tours (Schuylkill River at Walnut St., 215/222-6030, www.schuylkillbanks.org) offers three seasonal boat tours: a general river tour; a trip to Bartram’s Garden with time to explore; and a jazz cruise. Kayak tours led by a certified instructor depart from the same spot.

There are several ways to tour the Delaware River, including American Sailing Tours (211 S. Columbus Blvd., Penn’s Landing, 215/900-7758, www.americansailingtours.com, Apr.-Oct.), which offers a variety of themed tours throughout the day and night on a historic schooner. Check out the popular BYOB wine and cheese tour.

Not exactly a tour, but more of a party on water, the Spirit of Philadelphia (Pier 3, Columbus Blvd., Penn’s Landing, 866/455-3866, www.spiritofphiladelphia.com, prices vary) is a large ship spread out over two floors offering lunch, dinner, late-night cruises, and special theater and holiday cruises along the Delaware River. The staff entertains with Philadelphia facts and dance routines before the dance floor opens to everyone.



You will see photographs, artifacts, and an original copy of the Constitution, and you can participate in interactive and multimedia exhibits that kids and adults will both enjoy. Try on judicial robes; take a photograph of yourself projected onto a screen so it looks like you’re taking the oath of office; and vote for your favorite president. In Signers’ Hall, choose for yourself whether to sign or dissent to the Constitution and snap pictures with life-size bronze figures of the founding fathers.

MAP 1: 525 Arch St., 215/409-6600, www.constitutioncenter.org; Mon.-Fri. 9:30am-5pm, Sat. 9:30am-6pm, Sun. noon-5pm; $17.50 adult, $16 senior and youth, $11 child, free children 4 and under and active military

Philosophical Hall and Library Hall

Property of the American Philosophical Society, Philosophical Hall is the only privately owned building on Independence Square. Founded in 1743 by Benjamin Franklin to “promote useful knowledge,” it is the oldest learned society in the country. The word “philosophy” once had a much broader context, and the society was intended to encourage thinking about all sorts of topics, including science, nature, machinery, industry, and government. Its esteemed list of past and present members includes Benjamin Franklin, Charles Darwin, Madame Curie, Albert Einstein, Toni Morrison, Nelson Mandela, more than a dozen U.S. presidents, and 200 Nobel Prize winners. The Federal-style building was constructed in 1786-1789 by Samuel Vaughan and remodeled in 1949 by Sydney Martin. It houses one of the nation’s first museums, founded in 1784 by Charles Wilson Peale—artist, naturalist, and Philosophical Society member—and features rotating exhibits exploring art, science, and early U.S. history, including scientific specimens and instruments, patent models, portraits, maps, rare books, and millions of manuscripts.

Just across the street, Library Hall houses many of the society’s most important collections, including original journals of Lewis and Clark, a copy of the Declaration of Independence in Jefferson’s handwriting, and first editions of Sir Isaac Newton’s Principia and Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. The building is a reproduction of the original Library Hall, built in 1790 by architect William Thornton and original home to the Library Company of Philadelphia. As the first public library in the country, founded by Benjamin Franklin, it served as Library of Congress when Philadelphia was the capital. While only researchers who contact the library in advance have access to the materials, there are rotating exhibits in the entrance hall that are open to the public when the library is open.
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clockwise from top left: the Liberty Bell; the President’s House on Independence Mall; the Second Bank of the United States
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MAP 1: 105 S. 5th St., 215/440-3400, www.amphilsoc.org; Philosophical Hall: call for hours; Library Hall: Mon.-Fri. 9am-4:45pm; free


S President’s House


“The President’s House: Freedom and Slavery in the Making of a New Nation” is the newest addition to Independence Park. It opened in late 2010 just next to the Liberty Bell. An oversight committee took great care in planning and debating the details of the site with the dual and often conflicting goals of honoring the earliest executive branch of government while evoking critical thought about the complex paradoxes that existed around the practice of slavery in our nation’s early history. Many of our founding fathers, the same men who fought for American independence and democracy based on the premise that “all men are created equal,” owned slaves, and this site that stands on the ground inhabited by the nation’s first White House sets out to explore this contradiction.

While it’s extremely modest by modern standards, George Washington once called the three-story brick mansion owned by financier Robert Morris that occupied this spot “the best single house in the city.” During the first 10 years of our nation, before the capital relocated to Washington, D.C., George Washington (1790-1797) and John Adams (1797-1800) lived and worked here. Future presidents Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, and John Quincy Adams were among other famous dignitaries who spent time here. Adams did not have slaves, but George and Martha Washington had at least nine, including a cook and Martha’s personal servant. While many slave owners in the northern states chose to emancipate their slaves much earlier as the consciousness around the immorality of the practice shifted in the years leading to the Civil War, George Washington did not free his slaves until after his death, as stipulated in his will.

Archaeologists have discovered over 10,000 artifacts to help recreate the history and layout of the house, including the location of the slave quarters. At the open-air site, visitors will see structural fragments of the home, learn about events through illustrated glass panels, timelines, and video reenactments, and can visit an area for silent reflection. One of the display panels reads: “It is difficult to understand how men who spoke so passionately of liberty and freedom were unable to see the contradiction, the injustice, the immorality of their actions. We cannot ignore the past; we can only honor the memory and lives of those who endured bondage in a land where freedom rings for some, not all.”

MAP 1: 6th and Market Sts., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; open-air site daily 24 hours, interactive exhibits daily 8am-9pm, free

Second Bank of the United States

Designed by William Strickland and built in 1819-1824, this is considered one of the finest examples of Greek Revival architecture in the United States. Modeled on the Parthenon, the building served as a model for countless other U.S. financial institutions. The bank was chartered in 1816 during a time of massive currency fluctuations to provide credit for government and businesses—think of the Fed today. In 1832, President Andrew Jackson vetoed a bill to recharter the bank because he feared it was creating an unconstitutional monopoly. While it has greatly evolved over the years, the banking system of today operates under many of the same structures and ideas.

Today, the building is owned by the National Park Service and houses the portrait gallery “People of Independence.” The 185 paintings of colonial and federal leaders, scientists, explorers, and officers include George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Mifflin, Thomas Jefferson, Robert Morris, and the Marquis de Lafayette. Charles Wilson Peale (1741-1827), the most famous portraitist of the 18th century, painted 85 of them. If you’ve ever wondered what the founding fathers looked like, this is a good place to find out.

MAP 1: 420 Chestnut St., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; Wed.-Sun. 11am-4pm; $2

Todd House

From 1791 to 1793, future first lady Dolley Payne lived in this Georgian home with her husband, lawyer John Todd. Todd died during the 1793 yellow fever epidemic, leaving young Dolley to care for their son. She quickly attracted the attentions of many men, including a lawyer from Virginia, James Madison. They were married; he became president of the United States and she became one of the favorite first ladies in history. The parlor of the house is believed to be where Madison—17 years her senior—first wooed young Dolley. On the tour you can see a reproduction of John Todd’s law office and leather fire buckets hanging from the ceiling. The home exemplifies a middle-class American home in the late 18th century. Note that at the time of writing, the Todd House was closed due to budget cuts. Call ahead.

MAP 1: 4th and Walnut Sts., 215/965-2305, www.nps.gov/inde; tour only, call ahead; free; tickets available at Independence Visitor Center (corner of 6th and Market Sts.), first-come, first-served, combined with tour of the Bishop White House


MORE OLD CITY SIGHTS


Arch Street Friends Meeting House

The oldest and largest Quaker meeting house in the world fittingly occupies a piece of land donated by Quaker founder William Penn. In 1793, Penn donated the site to the Religious Society of Friends to be used as a Quaker burial ground with a large wall surrounding it to keep cats and dogs out of the graves. Constructed in 1804 by architect Owen Biddle, the building sits at a slight elevation to accommodate the layers of graves underneath. The modest, symmetrical brick structure reflects the early Quaker values of simplicity.

There are three distinct sections inside. The East Wing is the most interesting to visitors, with dioramas depicting the major events in the life of William Penn as well as the “Drinker Dollhouse,” a reproduction of the 18th-century home of a Philadelphia Quaker, Elizabeth Drinker. The West Wing was used for women-only meetings, some of which were attended by famous abolitionist Lucretia Mott. Today, men and women attend worship together in the Center section. Worship meetings are open to the public and last 45-60 minutes.

MAP 1: 320 Arch St., 215/627-2667, www.archstreetfriends.org; Mon.-Sat. 10am-4pm, worship meetings Wed. 7pm and Sun. 10:30am; $2 donation suggested

Betsy Ross House

Did she or didn’t she? The debate over whether or not Betsy Ross actually sewed the first American flag rages on, but the fact that she led a fascinating life is indisputable. Married and widowed three times, Betsy was shunned because her first husband was not a Quaker. She was eventually welcomed back into the Society of Friends when she married her third husband—a Quaker—John Claypoole.

Built in 1740, her “bandbox”-style home had one room on each floor and a winding staircase from the basement to the top. Betsy made a living as an upholsterer while she lived here in 1773-1785, but she wasn’t the only one; a variety of shopkeepers and artisans lived and worked in the home over its long history, including a shoemaker, an apothecary, and a cigar maker. Period furniture, including some of Betsy’s belongings, can be seen in the seven tiny rooms connected by narrow hallways and low doorways. A 25-minute audio tour provides a history of the house and Betsy’s life, with an alternative audio tour complete with a scavenger hunt available for kids.

MAP 1: 239 Arch St., 215/686-1252, www.betsyrosshouse.org; Mar.-Nov. daily 10am-5pm, Dec.-Feb. Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm; $5 adult, $4 child (12 and under), student, or senior; $7 audio tour includes admission


Christ Church


In its heyday, Christ Church counted many of Philadelphia’s elite among its members—including 15 of the signers of the Declaration of Independence. Basically, everyone who was anyone came here to pray. The first parish of the Anglican Church in Pennsylvania and the birthplace of the American Episcopal Church, it is referred to as “The Nation’s Church.”

At its founding in 1695, the modest brick-and-wood structure resembled the typical Quaker meeting houses that dominated early Philadelphia. That is a far cry from what you’ll see today—one of the finest and most elaborate examples of colonial Georgian architecture in the world. Rebuilt in 1727-1744, the church was designed by Dr. John Kearsley and modeled on the work of famed British architect Christopher Wren. The tower was added in 1754 with funds raised from a lottery organized by Benjamin Franklin, making the church the tallest structure in the colonies for 75 years to follow.

Inside, you’ll see William Penn’s baptismal font (donated in 1697 by All Hallows Church in London), a chandelier installed in 1740, and a pulpit built by Thomas Folwell in 1769. William White, church rector for 57 years, first bishop of Pennsylvania, and chaplain of the Continental Congress, is also buried here. When the parish grew too large, St. Peter’s Church was established as an offshoot for Society Hill members. The church remains active to this day, and 20-minute guided tours are offered when service is not in session.

MAP 1: 20 N. American St., 215/922-1695, www.christchurchphila.org; Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, Sun. 1pm-5pm, closed Mon. and Tues. in Jan. and Feb.; free, suggested donation $3 adult, $2 student

Christ Church Burial Ground

In 1790, Ben Franklin’s funeral was attended by more than 20,000 people. Here he rests, alongside his wife and young son and more than 5,000 other early Philadelphians. In 1719, the overcrowded grounds of Christ Church a few blocks away could no longer fit more bodies, so this plot was purchased on the “outskirts of town” to accommodate its members. The site was closed to the public for 25 years, but it reopened in 2003 after an intensive renovation. More than 1,400 markers remain, many so old and worn down that the names are no longer visible. During a tour you’ll learn about the prominent figures and ordinary folks who were buried here. While 80 percent of the burials took place before 1840, the most recent was in 1994. Legend has it that it’s good luck to throw a penny on Ben’s grave.

MAP 1: Arch St. btwn. 4th and 5th Sts., 215/922-1695, www.christchurchphila.org; Mar.-Nov. Mon.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. noon-4pm, Dec. Fri.-Sat. noon-4pm, weather permitting; closed Jan. and Feb.; $2 adult, $1 student, $10 for groups up to 25


Curtis Center and Dream Garden Mosaic


The building was commissioned by Curtis Publishing, one of the largest and most influential publishers of the early 20th century. Curtis was responsible for the still-popular Ladies Home Journal, founded in 1883, and the Saturday Evening Post, founded in 1728 but purchased by Curtis in 1897. Curtis Publishing operated out of this building, built in the 1890s, for many years. It’s an office building today, and the only reason to visit is for a glimpse of the Dream Garden mosaic just inside the 6th Street entrance. Tiffany Studios and artist Maxfield Parrish combined artistic visions to brighten the Curtis Center lobby with the dazzling Dream Garden mosaic. The 15-by-49-foot intricately designed mosaic combines light, glass, and color in a mesmerizing landscape. Louis Comfort Tiffany was hired to work with Philadelphian Parrish to execute a design based on Parrish’s painting The Dream Garden. The mosaic was completed in 1916 and has been on display ever since—despite casino-owner Steve Wynn’s attempt to take it to Vegas. Wynn purchased the masterpiece in 1988, but public outcry inspired Pew Charitable Trust to pay $3.5 million to keep it in place.

MAP 1: 601-45 Walnut St., 215/238-6450; Mon.-Fri. 8am-6pm, Sat. 10am-1pm; free

Elfreth’s Alley

Clichéd but true, walking through this narrow cobblestone street is like stepping back in time. Occupied since 1702, Elfreth’s Alley is the oldest continuously occupied residential street in the United States. Federal and Georgian homes—complete with horse posts and shoe scrapes—have been immaculately preserved, and the entire street is on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Properties. Small by today’s standards, one of the homes is said to have housed up to 27 people from eight different families at one time. There’s very little car traffic, and no modern appliances are visible in the windows looking out on the narrow alley, making the bustle of today’s Old City feel far away.

The street was named after blacksmith Jeremiah Elfreth, who lived here and was responsible for building many of the homes. In 1755, he built the home that stands today as a museum and the only home regularly open to the public. The others are private homes. Many residents open their doors during two annual fundraisers for preservation programs. Fete Day is a celebration with music, a parade, and historical reenactments, usually held on the first or second Saturday in June, and Deck the Alley is a holiday event held in early December.

MAP 1: Btwn. Front and N. 2nd Sts. and Quarry and Arch Sts., museum and shop in Houses 124 and 126, 215/574-0560, www.elfrethsalley.org; museum: Apr.-Dec. Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, Jan.-Mar. Thurs.-Sun. 11am-5pm; guided tours $5 adult, $2 child (6-12), $12 family, offered on the hour and half hour; self-guided tour $3 adult, $1 child (6-12)

First Bank of the United States

Although it’s closed to the public, the architecture of the oldest national bank in the country is worth a peek as you stroll through Old City. Designed by Samuel Blodgett and James Windrim in the Classical Revival style influenced by the ancient Greeks, the building was constructed in 1795-1797. An eagle, the relatively new national symbol at the time, sits atop the portico. The bank as an institution began in 1791 during Alexander Hamilton’s term as treasury secretary. It was part of an attempt to deal with the massive debt the government accrued during the Revolutionary War and to create standard currency for all of the states. George Washington signed the first bank charter, drafted by Congress in 1791, and the bank opened in Carpenters’ Hall until it moved here in 1795. The bank charter lasted 30 years but was abandoned by Congress in 1811. The building was restored for the bicentennial in 1976.

MAP 1: 116 S. 3rd. St.

Franklin Square

Franklin Square was a desolate, neglected piece of prime real estate in the heart of Old City for many years. But in 2006, a $6 million renovation project transformed it into a lovely landscaped park with kid-friendly attractions, including an 18-hole mini-golf course, two playgrounds, and an old-fashioned carousel. Four brick paths lead to an original restored 1838 marble fountain in the center. SquareBurger, a Stephen Starr-owned snack bar, offers burgers, fries, and frozen treats. One of the five squares of green space William Penn planned for Philadelphia, Franklin Square was originally named Northeast Square; it was renamed in honor of Benjamin Franklin in 1825.

MAP 1: 6th and Race Sts., 215/629-4026, www.historicphiladelphia.org; playgrounds open daily 10am-5pm, extended until 7pm in summer; other attractions vary with season; park free; carousel $2.50, free 2 and under; mini-golf $9 adult, $7 child (3-12)

Historic Philadelphia Center and PECO Theater

Just across the street from Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell is the headquarters of Historic Philadelphia, Inc., a nonprofit dedicated to making the visitor experience more fun, interesting, and interactive. Offering information, a souvenir shop, and tickets for tours, the organization is responsible for the Betsy Ross House, Franklin Square, and the storytelling benches staffed with guides in colonial costumes stationed throughout Independence Park. Their interesting tours include the new and improved Lights of Liberty tour, a nighttime walking tour that uses 3-D technology to tell the story of American independence. In addition, while you’re here, don’t miss the latest addition, Liberty 360 ($7 adult, $6 student, senior, military, and child 12 and under), which debuted in 2010. The 15-minute film is shown every 20 minutes in the PECO Theater, taking viewers on a journey through Revolutionary history led by Ben Franklin in a groundbreaking 3-D, 360-degree panoramic theater.

MAP 1: 6th and Chestnut Sts., 215/629-4026, http://historicphiladelphia.org; daily 10am-6pm

Penn’s Landing

Penn always dreamed of building an attractive waterfront area lined with trees, but it didn’t actually happen until about 300 years after he first landed here. The area was vacant and dilapidated until the late 1960s, when the city and developers saw its potential and began to build. Penn’s Landing is now home to recreational parks, an ice-skating rink, several historic attractions, modern dining and entertainment options, and expensive condominiums. It includes roughly 10 blocks along the Delaware River from Vine Street to South Street, and several footbridges connect it to Old City and Society Hill over I-95.

From Penn’s Landing, check out the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, the largest suspension bridge in the world at the time it was completed in 1926. Designed by Paul Philippe Cret, who also designed the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, it was built to connect Center City with Camden, New Jersey. A lighting system added for the bicentennial celebration makes the view especially beautiful at night.

The Great Plaza at Chestnut Street is home to a tiered amphitheater that hosts numerous festivals, including a New Orleans-inspired festival on Memorial Day and a weekend-long blues festival in July. In summertime, concerts and events are often held here, including the fireworks display for the Sunoco Welcome America Independence Day celebration. Inscribed stones in the ground highlight Philadelphia as a “City of Firsts.” A few blocks south, check out the International Sculpture Garden, an open-air art installation that aims to honor the impact of other cultures on the American experience. The diverse collection includes two pre-Columbian spheres (300-1525), the largest Nandi sculpture (c. 1500) ever to leave India, and two Korean Chosen Dynasty memorial figures.

MAP 1: Visitors center: 301 S. Columbus Blvd. near Spruce St., 215/928-8801, www.pennslandingcorp.com


U.S. Mint


From half-eagles of yore to George Washingtons of today, there isn’t a penny, shilling, or bird you can’t find in the U.S. Mint. Behind the concrete columns, enormous printing and coin presses make every variety of coin and bill in U.S. currency. Elite artisans etch microscopic details into each mold and print, and money is processed, printed, and shipped five days a week. In less than 24 hours the mint will have made one million dollars, so they can easily afford the free admission for guests. The U.S. Mint is more than a workshop; it showcases the history of our nation’s currency-making process. On display are the presses and tools that crafted the first gold eagle coins (each coin was nearly handmade), as well as information on the development of the National Treasury and early mint facilities. This facility opened in 1969 as Philadelphia’s fourth mint.

MAP 1: 151 N. Independence Mall East (enter on 5th and Arch Sts.), 215/408-0110, www.usmint.gov; Mon.-Fri. 9am-4:30pm, closed on federal holidays; free; government-issued ID required

Welcome Park

In 1982 the Friends of Independence National Historical Park created Welcome Park in honor of the 300th anniversary of William Penn’s founding of Pennsylvania. Named after his ship, The Welcome, the open-air monument was built on the spot where his home stood in 1699-1701. A dollhouse-sized replica of the home, the Slate Roof House, is part of the display. Penn’s original plan for Philadelphia is etched in marble on the ground, and a miniature version of the statue of Penn above City Hall occupies the center. Along two walls, a timeline of his life and of early Philadelphia history is displayed.

MAP 1: 2nd St. and Sansom Alley
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	Map 1 (tap here)




Athenaeum

The Athenaeum is a must-see for architecture and design enthusiasts, or anyone looking for a glimpse into the finest in 19th-century living. Established as a research library in 1814, its first member was renowned architect William Strickland in 1820. Strickland’s 1839 proposal for a building to house the library on Washington Square was the first drawing acquired by the Athenaeum. It now contains more than a million books, architectural drawings, photographs, and manuscripts representing the work of more than 1,000 American architects, and is considered the premier landmark devoted to American architecture in 1800-1945. The 1st-floor gallery is open to the public with rotating exhibits, but you’ll need to make an appointment in advance to tour other areas. Designed by architect John Notman in 1845, the building is one of Philadelphia’s first brownstones. The relatively simple exterior belies the ornate reading rooms and 24-foot ceilings inside.

MAP 1: 219 S. 6th St., 215/925-2688, www.philaathenaeum.org; Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, first Sat. of month 11am-3pm; free; valid photo ID required

Headhouse Square

One of the nation’s earliest social scenes, Headhouse Square has brought the Society Hill community together since the 18th century. Most of the founders lived within walking distance of this colonial square, and since 1745, traders, artisans, and craftspeople have sold and traded goods here on weekends. “The Shambles,” a covered brick courtyard stretching along 2nd Street between Pine and Lombard Streets, was built in 1803 for the community’s “market master,” the bazaar’s official goods inspector. Now home to stylish restaurants, cafés, bars, and shops, the area maintains much of the energy it must have had 250 years ago. The market tradition continues today as locals and tourists stroll the charming cobblestone street during seasonal craft shows, art exhibitions, and a great farmers market, which is usually held on Sundays (May-Dec. 10am-2pm).

MAP 1: 2nd St. btwn. Pine and Lombard Sts.

Mother Bethel A.M.E. Church and Richard Allen Museum

Former slave and preacher Reverend Richard Allen was forced to sit in the balcony of the mixed-race church he attended, St. George’s Methodist. So in 1797, along with Absalom Jones and others, he founded Mother Bethel A.M.E., a place where African Americans could worship without restrictions. Mother Bethel, the first African Methodist church in America, occupies the oldest piece of land continuously owned by African Americans in the country. The original building built on this piece of land was a modest converted blacksmith shop, but the current building—the church’s fourth incarnation, built in the 1890s—is a stunning example of 19th-century Romanesque Revival architecture. Light streams through the expansive stained-glass windows and creates a warm glow on the elaborate woodwork.

The church basement contains the Richard Allen Museum, home to Allen’s tomb, along with a small but fascinating collection of exhibits highlighting the history of the church and African American history. Allen, born in 1760, was a slave in the Germantown section of Philadelphia who bought his own freedom in 1782 and became a prominent politician and abolitionist activist. His church became an important station on the Underground Railroad and was used as a school where slaves were taught to read. It also played a significant role in the birth of the first black periodical and insurance company, and Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth were among the many famous leaders who spoke here. The museum’s artifacts include the original pulpit constructed by Allen, his Bible, ballot boxes used to elect church officers, and a wooden pew from the original blacksmith’s shop.

MAP 1: 419 S. 6th St., 215/925-0616, www.motherbethel.org; museum: Tues.-Sat. 10am-3pm, and after Sun. service noon-1pm; call ahead to request tour; free

Old Pine Street Presbyterian Church

Old Pine, as its commonly called, was once known as the “Church of the Patriots” because so many of its parishioners, including John Adams, were strong supporters of the Revolution. It was the third Presbyterian church in Philadelphia, but is the oldest one still standing today. Established in 1768, the pale-yellow church stands on its original foundation and has its original brick walls, but it was expanded twice during the 19th century. The church was almost destroyed after the British occupied it and used it as a hospital during the Revolutionary War, burning many of the pews for warmth during the cold winter. The shaded graveyard holds more than 3,000 early Philadelphians, including at least 50 Revolutionary War soldiers, making it a site that inspires many ghost stories. Guided tours are available by appointment.
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