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Attractions

Statue of Liberty

Atlantic City

Kitty Hawk: Wright Bros.

Savannah

Fountain of Youth

The Space Coast: Cape Canaveral

Key West



Starting at the Statue of Liberty and winding up at free-wheeling Key West, these almost 2,000 miles of roadway run within earshot—if not sight—of the Atlantic Ocean.

Between New York City and the Tip of Florida
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If your impressions of the East Coast come from driving along the I-95 corridor through nearly nonstop urban and industrial sprawl, following our Atlantic Coast route will open your eyes to a whole other world. Alternating between wildly differing beach resort areas and lengthy stretches of pristine coastal wilderness, the route runs along almost 2,000 miles of two-lane country roads, within earshot, if not sight, of the Atlantic Ocean almost the entire way. In place of the grimy concrete and soulless netherworld of the Interstate, this route passes through innumerable quirky seaside towns and timeless old fishing villages, interspersed with huge swaths of beaches, wetlands, and woodlands that have hardly changed since the first explorers laid eyes on them four centuries ago.
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  Cape Lookout



Starting in the north at that all-American icon, the Statue of Liberty, and winding up in the south at free-wheeling Key West, this route truly offers something for everyone. Those searching for photogenic lighthouses or beachcombing solitude will love the undeveloped and usually deserted strands that stretch for miles along the low-lying islands that make up most of the coast, much of which, as at Assateague Island or Cape Hatteras, has been protected as national seashore parks. In contrast, the many beach resorts that dot the in-between areas vary from the grand Victorian charms of Cape May to the funky old Coney Island-style attractions of Ocean City, Maryland, and Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, with their boardwalks full of roller coasters, wax museums, and saltwater taffy stands. And let’s not forget the glitzy casino resorts of Atlantic City.
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Alongside the contemporary attractions are many evocative historic sites, including such unique places as Roanoke Island, North Carolina, where the first English-speaking colony in North America vanished without a trace in 1587. Lying south of the Mason-Dixon Line for almost all of its length, the route also visits many important Civil War sites, including Fort Sumter, where the first shots were fired, and the vital naval battlegrounds at Hampton Roads at the mouth of Chesapeake Bay. Midway along, we also pass one of the key sites of modern history: the windy sand dunes at Kitty Hawk where the Wright Brothers first proved that humans could fly.
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  The Overseas Highway




Though this Atlantic Coast route will bring you to many well-known sights, its real attraction is the traveling, stopping off for fried chicken or barbecue at one of the hundreds of roadside stands, watching the shrimp boats pull into a sleepy dock and unload their day’s catch, or simply chatting with locals at the general store or post office in a town that may not even be on the map.
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NEW JERSEY


Being so close to New York and Philadelphia, it’s not surprising that New Jersey has among the busiest and most densely developed stretches of coastline in the country. It is surprising, however, that beyond the boardwalk amusements and flashy gambling casinos of Atlantic City, the New Jersey shore offers a whole lot more. As with most of the East Coast, the “shoreline” is actually a series of barrier islands separated from the mainland by wildlife-rich estuaries; these provide fishing and bird-watching opportunities, as well as a break from the ceaseless commercial and residential development along the ocean beaches. Bustling in summer, these beachfront communities—starting with Margate near Atlantic City, and running south through vibrant Wildwood before winding up at the dainty Victorian-era beach resort of Cape May—offer something for everyone, all within a 150-mile stretch of shoreline.


  Inspired by the end of slavery following the Civil War, the Statue of Liberty took nearly 20 years to complete. Lady Liberty was sculpted in France, then the 300-plus pieces were put in crates and shipped across the ocean. The statue is just over 150 feet tall, but including her 150-foot stone pedestal, it was the tallest building in New York when dedicated in 1886.



The Statue of Liberty

Raising her lamp beside New York City’s immense harbor, the Statue of Liberty is one of the most vivid emblems of America. Despite the fact she is French, given to the American people to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, the statue has come to symbolize the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave. Its spirit has long been evoked by the poem Emma Lazarus wrote in 1883 to help raise funds for installing the Statue of Liberty. Called “The New Colossus,” the poem ends with these famous words:

Keep ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!
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The Statue of Liberty sits on a 12-acre island and can be visited by ferry (877/523-9849, daily, $18) only. It’s about a mile from Manhattan, but much easier to reach from Liberty State Park in Jersey City, off New Jersey Turnpike exit 14B. So long as you start your trip before 3:30pm, both ferry routes also visit Ellis Island, where some 12 million immigrants entered the United States. There is no admission fee for the Statue of Liberty or Ellis Island, but if you want to climb up onto Lady Liberty’s pedestal you need a free, time-stamped pedestal access ticket, which you get when you buy your ferry tickets.
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  New York City (see page 340) is covered as part of the Appalachian Trail. Full coverage of that route begins on page 298.
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All pass-holders can explore the base of the Statue of Liberty and gaze up inside her hollow shell, but access up into the very small viewing area in the crown on her head requires special tickets ($3 extra) and a climb up more than 350 steps. Her torch has been off-limits since 1916.

The New Jersey Shore

The northernmost stretches of the New Jersey shore are not exactly appealing, and visitors bound for the beaches and vacation spots farther south turn a blind eye to the industrial blight. The region has given the world much, from Vaseline (produced in Perth Amboy) to Bruce Springsteen songs (Asbury Park), and MTV’s “Jersey Shore” (Seaside Heights). There are a couple of intriguing Victorian-era resorts like Spring Lake and Avon-by-the-Sea. The attractions increase the farther south you go.


  In October 2012, the massive hurricane force winds and 20-foot tidal surge of Superstorm Sandy caused more than $60 billion of damage to the northern East Coast, especially coastal New York City and the New Jersey shore. Though such storms are expected to become more and more frequent, the general impulse has been to rebuild damaged areas more strongly, rather than retreat from the shoreline to prevent a repeat of the tragedy.



The middle stretch of the Jersey shore is actually the quietest, with the million-acre Pinelands National Reserve (609/894-7300, daily, free) covering the inland area with forest and wetlands, and the coastal Long Beach Island dotted with sleepy little fishing and retirement communities. The biggest sight hereabouts is at the northern tip of the island: Barnegat Lighthouse (609/494-2016, daily during summer, $3 adults), “Old Barney,” whose image appears on personalized New Jersey license plates.

Atlantic City
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Midway along the Jersey Shore, the world-famous beach resort of Atlantic City (pop. 39,558) has ridden the ups and downs of history. Home of the world’s oldest beachfront boardwalk and the first pleasure pier, Atlantic City also spawned the picture postcard and the Miss America beauty contest. Perhaps most significant of all, the street names for Monopoly were taken from Atlantic City, although the city’s layout bears little resemblance to the board game (and there’s no “Get Out of Jail Free” card, either).


  To enjoy a day on the sands at many of New Jersey’s beaches, you need to buy (and wear) a beach badge, which costs $5-10 a day or around $30 a week and is available at local tourist offices, shops, and fast-food stands.



Atlantic City reached its peak at the turn of the 20th century, when thousands of city-dwellers flocked here from New York and Philadelphia each weekend. Later on, as automobiles and airplanes brought better beaches and more exotic locales within reach, Atlantic City went into a half century of decline until gambling was legalized in the 1970s and millions of dollars flowed into the local economy from speculating real-estate developers like Donald Trump, whose name is emblazoned on a number of towering resort hotels. These days, the Boardwalk of Atlantic City has been transformed from a derelict relic into a glitzy gambling resort, attracting some 30 million annual visitors and millions of dollars daily to its casinos. It’s no Las Vegas, and the population is still comparatively poor and shrinking, but the clattering of slot machines and the buzz of the craps tables continues 24 hours a day year-round.
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The Boardwalk, backed by a wall of 25-story casino/hotels, is still the main focus of Atlantic City, running along the beach for over two miles. Few of the remaining pleasure piers offer much of interest, and only the rebuilt Steel Pier, located opposite Trump’s Taj Mahal, holds the traditional seaside rides and arcade games, plus a sometimes-lively branch of the House of Blues nightclub chain.
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  sunset on the beach, Atlantic City



Besides constituting Atlantic City’s main attractions, the casinos hold most of the places to eat, apart from the dozens of fast-food stands along the Boardwalk. That said, a couple of old favorites stand out from the seedy crowd of ramshackle businesses that fill the nearby streets. One is the birthplace of the “submarine” sandwich, the chrome White House Sub Shop (2301 Arctic Ave., 609/345-8599). A block away, but at the other end of the aesthetic and budgetary spectrum, is Dock’s Oyster House (2405 Atlantic Ave., 609/345-0092), a white-linen, dinner-only restaurant that’s been serving great seafood since 1897. Along with a number of national chains, the casinos also control accommodation options—expect to pay upwards of $100 a night, though off-peak bargains can be found.
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Boardwalk at Atlantic City



Margate: Lucy the Elephant

Immediately south of Atlantic City, tidy Margate (pop. 8,524) fans out along the shore, its solidly suburban streets lined by grand houses. Margate utterly lacks the reckless seaside qualities of its larger neighbor but does include one classic remnant of the Jersey shore’s glory days: Lucy the Elephant (9200 Atlantic Ave., 609/823-6473, daily in summer, limited hours rest of the year, $8 for a guided tour). The six-story wood-and-tin pachyderm, a curiosity built by a Philadelphia real-estate speculator in the 1880s to draw customers to his newly laid-out community, looms over the beach. The landmark architectural folly was used around the turn of the 20th century as a tavern and now holds a small museum of local history. Visitors walk through the museum on the way up to an observation deck, which is disguised as a canopied seat on Lucy’s back.
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Lucy the Elephant



Saved from demolition and restored by community efforts in the 1970s, Lucy is ever in need of repair, kept alive by tour monies, donations, and sales of Lucy souvenirs in the small gift shop.

Ocean Drive: Ocean City and Stone Harbor

A series of local roads collectively known as Ocean Drive runs along the south Jersey coast, passing through a number of family-oriented beach resorts, starting at Ocean City (pop. 14,699), “The Greatest Family Resort for a Vacation, or a Lifetime,” 10 miles south of Atlantic City. Ocean City was founded as a religious retreat in the late 1870s and hasn’t strayed far from its roots: Every summer morning (at 9:20am, on the dot), life on the Boardwalk promenade comes to a standstill as “The Star-Spangled Banner” blares out from loudspeakers and the American flag is raised at the beachfront amusement park, which has been owned by the same family for more than a century. Located at 6th Street, and known as Gillian’s Wonderland Pier (609/399-7082, daily in summer, weekends only spring and fall, free admission, fee per ride), this old-time funfair has over 30 rides, including a giant Ferris wheel and a 1920s carousel. A block south, you can cool off on a hot summer’s day at Gillian’s Island water park.

Vacation homes, marinas, miniature golf courses, and a pair of toll bridges mark Ocean Drive for the next 20 miles. At Stone Harbor, five miles north of Wildwood, the Wetlands Institute (1075 Stone Harbor Blvd., 609/368-1211, daily in summer, Fri.-Sun. rest of year, $8 adults) is one of the best places to experience the abundant natural life of the New Jersey shore. An observation tower looking over 6,000 acres of saltwater marshland provides excellent bird-watching opportunities, and there’s also a museum with a touch-tank and aquarium.


Wildwood


On the Jersey Shore, fun in the sun reaches a peak at raucous Wildwood, a trio of interconnected towns housing dozens of nightclubs and New Jersey’s biggest beachfront amusement parks. The largest of all, Mariner’s Pier on the pier at Schellenger Avenue, has 35 rides including the largest Ferris wheel on the East Coast. At 25th Street is Surfside Pier, which has a miniature golf course that takes you through the history of the New Jersey shore. A little farther south is Adventure Pier, which is home to the Great White, the only wooden roller coaster in the U.S. to be built on a pier. All three of these are owned by the Morey family, prime movers behind Wildwood’s retro-rediscovery, and an all-ride, all-pier pass (609/522-3900, around $55) is available for a full day’s fun. Batting cages, go-karts, and some of the wilder rides are not included in the pass price.

Away from the sands in the low-key downtown district, Wildwood’s local history museum (3907 Pacific Ave., 609/523-0277, free) is worth a look for its one unique feature: the National Marbles Hall of Fame, featuring thousands of glass balls and more marble-shooting paraphernalia than you’ve ever seen. The museum, which hosts the National Marbles Championship every June, also has a fascinating and informative display of postcards documenting the region’s recent past.

For many visitors, the best reason to spend time in Wildwood is that the area boasts an extensive collection of 1950s roadside architecture—mainly motel after motel, all sporting exuberant Las Vegas-style neon signs. Many of these motels are closed in the November-May off-season, but in the warmer months you can step back in the past by staying the night in one of these classic “Doo Wop” motels—like the Mango Motel (209 E. Spicer Ave., 609/522-2067) or the renovated Lollipop Motel (2301 Atlantic Ave., 609/729-2800).
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Chili dog and cole slaw lovers will want to chow down at Maui’s Dog House (806 New Jersey Ave., 609/846-0444), at the north end of town, while other retro-minded visitors will want to stop for a meal at the chrome-and-glass Pink Cadillac Diner (3801 Atlantic Ave., 609/522-8288), a block south of the main pier. On the boardwalk, look out for the very popular Route 66 burgers-and-pizza stand (2700 Boardwalk, 609/523-6466).

For more details on places to stay and things to do—like late summer’s massive and rowdy Thunder on the Beach monster truck rally—contact the Wildwood visitors center (4501 Boardwalk, 800/992-9732).

Cape May

A world away from the carnival atmosphere of the Wildwoods, Cape May, the oldest and most serene of the New Jersey beach towns, sits at the southern tip of the state. First settled in the early 1600s, Cape May’s glory years ran from the 1850s to the 1890s as an upper-crust summer resort, when it rivaled Newport, Rhode Island, as the destination of choice for the power brokers of Philadelphia and New York City.

A few modern motels and miniature golf courses spread along Cape May’s broad beaches, while the compact downtown district retains all its overwrought Victorian splendor. Century-old cottages now house cafés, boutiques, and art galleries, and it seems as if every other building has been converted into a quaint B&B. The town’s ornate gingerbread mansions were constructed in the aftermath of a disastrous 1878 fire; among the better examples is the elaborate Emlen Physick Estate (1048 Washington St.), eight blocks north of downtown, designed by noted Philadelphia architect Frank Furness. It now houses the nonprofit, preservation-oriented Mid-Atlantic Center for the Arts & Humanities and is open as a museum of late Victorian life (609/884-5404, daily in summer, limited in winter, $12 adults).


CAPE MAY-LEWES FERRY

Running between the tip of the New Jersey shore and the heart of the Delaware coast, the Cape May-Lewes Ferry carries cars and passengers on a relaxing ride across the mouth of Delaware Bay. The trip ranges in cost depending upon day and season (summer weekends being most expensive), from about $27 to $45 each way for a car and one passenger, plus fees for each additional passenger. Schedules change seasonally, with boats leaving about every two hours in summer and every three hours in winter. Crossings take about 90 minutes, and if the seas are calm you can often see porpoises playing in the swells.

Call for up-to-date times and other ferry information (800/643-3779). Reservations ($10 extra) are a very good idea at peak travel times and should be made at least one day in advance.
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the Cape May, one of the five boats in the fleet





Pick up walking-tour maps of some of the town’s 600 listed historic buildings and do a taste-test of Cape May’s many architecturally magnificent, mostly Victorian-era bed-and-breakfasts. These include the mansard-roofed Queen Victoria (102 Ocean St., 609/884-8702, $135 and up) and the Mainstay Inn (635 Columbia Ave., 609/884-8690, $175 and up), which has a spacious veranda opening onto gorgeous gardens. Cape May’s oldest and most atmospheric place to stay is the Southern gothic Chalfonte Hotel (301 Howard St., 609/884-8409, $70 and up). What the Chalfonte lacks in TVs and telephones it more than makes up for in hospitality: a bank of front-porch rocking chairs, full breakfasts, and huge, down-home dinners.

Places to eat, including a dozen or so bakeries, cafés, restaurants, and bars, can be found along the pedestrian-friendly few blocks of Washington Street at the center of town, while the seafood restaurants, naturally enough, are near the marina and ferry terminal on the north edge of town, off US-9. One more great option for a hearty all-American breakfast or a Greek-inflected lunch or dinner: George’s Place (301 Beach Ave., 609/884-6088, cash only), right downtown on the water, is perhaps the most popular place in the whole Garden State, with lines snaking out the door.
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DELAWARE


Across Delaware Bay from Cape May, the Delaware shore is considerably quieter and more peaceful than New Jersey’s. Both shores, originally settled by Scandinavian whalers who established port colonies here in the early 1600s, share a common history. But because the Delaware shore is that much farther from the urban centers, it has been spared the overdevelopment of much of the rest of the coast. Nevertheless, Delaware’s statewide population doubles in summer as visitors from Baltimore and Washington, D.C., descend upon its coastal resorts, from historic Lewes to lively Rehoboth Beach to the untouched sands of Delaware Seashore State Park, stretching south to the Maryland border.
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  Ever wonder what happens to all those pumpkins that don’t get bought by Halloween? In Delaware, they end up as fodder for a unique competition, the Punkin’ Chunkin’ ($10), in which the hapless gourds get launched hundreds, even thousands of feet through the air by a variety of mechanical devices. Thousands turn out for the event, which is usually held on a farm at Bridgeville, 30 miles west of Lewes, on the last weekend in October or first weekend in November.



Lewes and Cape Henlopen

Sitting at the southern lip of Delaware Bay, Lewes is a vacation and sportfishing center that traces its roots back to 1631, when it was settled by the Dutch West India Company as a whaling port. Though this colony lasted only two years, Lewes calls itself the “First Town in the First State,” commemorating its history in the false-gabled brick Zwannendael Museum (102 Kings Hwy., 302/645-1148, closed Mon. during summer and Sun.-Tues. during winter, free) at the center of town. Lewes also harbors huge sand dunes, a fine stretch of beach, and a campground with showers in 3,000-acre Cape Henlopen State Park (302/645-8983), east of town at the mouth of Delaware Bay. Expect relative peace and quiet here, since many visitors, arriving off the Cape May ferry, simply rush through Lewes to the beach resorts farther south.
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Zwannendael Museum




Rehoboth Beach


Fronting the open Atlantic, Rehoboth Beach was founded in the 1870s when church groups bought beachfront land, established the town, and extended a railroad line south from Lewes. The highway frontage along Hwy-1 is over-full of franchise food and factory outlet malls, but the heart of town along Rehoboth Avenue is the place to go. With its summer-only but very lively Sputnik-era Funland Amusement Park (302/227-1921, open May-Sept., hours vary), where the attractions include bumper cars, a nighttime haunted house, and a tidy boardwalk running along the broad beach, Rehoboth has somehow retained a small-town feel despite the many thousands of bureaucrats and power brokers who descend upon the place during the summer, escaping the sweltering heat of Washington, D.C.
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