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yurt at coastal Oregon campground
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seafood restaurant in Newport
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Cannon Beach.





In few other places on earth is the meeting of land and sea as dramatic and beautiful as along Oregon’s 360 miles of Pacific coastline, from the mouth of the Columbia River to the redwood forests at the California border. Here, at the far western skirt of the continent, nature has found an expansive stage on which to act out the full range of its varied and ceaseless dramas, from the microcosm of a tide pool to the ferocious storms that make first landfall here. Rocky headlands rise high above the ocean, dropping away to the pounding waves in cliffs hundreds of feet high. Lone fingers of rock poke through sandy beaches and march out far into the surging waves. Seals, sea lions, puffins, and innumerable shorebirds make their home in this marine wilderness.


Here you can find intense solitude, in the company of only the calling seabirds, and experience firsthand why residents refer to this coast as “The Edge”—yet the comforts of civilization and human company are always close by in an inviting string of towns and villages, each with its own character and charm.


Don’t neglect the opportunity to get outdoors and experience the full range of recreation available here. Cycling the Oregon Coast Bike Route is a rite of passage for many bicyclists from around the world. The Oregon Coast Trail provides hikers many opportunities to explore the coastline. The bays and estuaries are tempting destinations for kayakers, as they provide a watery backdrop for excellent marine bird and wildlife viewing. Diminished wild salmon runs have limited some coastal sportfishing expeditions, but the catch is still good for halibut, tuna, and bottom fish. And when fishing boats from Newport, Depoe Bay, Garibaldi, and Astoria aren’t seeking the catch of the day, many offer whale-watching trips. Surfing the chill waters of the north Pacific demands a particular brand of hardiness, but many find that, with the right wetsuit, they’re able to catch some waves.
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old cannery in Astoria
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view off the southern Oregon coast
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tidal fountain at Cape Perpetua





Considering the scenic splendor of the Oregon coast, it may seem odd that it remains largely unblemished by upscale tourism infrastructure. In part, this is due to a farsighted state government, which in the 1910s set aside as public land the entire length of Oregon’s Pacific coastline. The Oregon coast belongs to the people. It’s a place where human visitors can encounter the creatures of the sea and forest, and observe the mighty forces of nature.
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Astoria Brewing Company
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Garibaldi seafood spot.
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intertidal rock in Tillamook Bay









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Embark on an Epic Road Trip: Oregon’s 360 miles of coastline make for the scenic drive of a lifetime.
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2 Climb to the Top of a Lighthouse: From the lighthouses at Heceta Head and Cape Blanco, the views go on forever.
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3 Explore Tide Pools at Haystack Rock: At low tide, Cannon Beach’s iconic sea stack is a fine place to see starfish, anemones, and other marinelife.
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4 Take a Hike: For epic views at continent’s edge, head to the trails at spots like Cape Lookout and Cape Perpetua.
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5 Go Whale-Watching at Depoe Bay: At the state’s whale-watching capital, you can spot these magnificent creatures from land or sea.
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6 Walk through an Underwater Tunnel: It’s the highlight of the Oregon Coast Aquarium, one of the state’s most popular attractions.
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7 Wander the Oregon Dunes: Hiking on the ever-shifting piles of sand is exhausting but exhilarating.
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8 Snap a Pic along the “Fabulous 50 Miles”: The Samuel H. Boardman State Scenic Corridor is considered one of the most dramatic meetings of rock and tide in the world.
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9 Feast on Fresh Fish: Hit some of the best seafood restaurants along the coast—or catch your own!
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10 Jet up the Rogue River: This trip from Gold Beach promises spectacular views of landscape and wildlife.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Although part of a seamless whole, sharing a common shoreline and linked by an unbroken scenic highway, each part of the coast possesses a distinct regional flavor.
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North Coast


In the north—journey’s end for Lewis and Clark—steep headlands break up wide sandy beaches. The northern Oregon coast, just 1.5 hours from Portland, is the most developed and heavily populated part of the coast. Historic Astoria, fun-loving Seaside, and artsy Cannon Beach are all within a short drive of one another, but are remarkably different in character. But don’t think it’s just one town after another—huge areas of the coast are set aside as state parks, and there are ample opportunities to hike, camp, and explore tide pools.


Central Coast


The central coast is anchored at its northern end by sprawling Lincoln City and its family-friendly wide beaches, and is centered around Newport, the largest city in the area, with charming older neighborhoods, good restaurants, an active fishing port, and the Oregon Coast Aquarium. Farther south, Florence and Reedsport border the astounding Oregon Dunes, an otherworldly sand-scape with massive sand dunes, lakes, and broad lazy estuaries.


South Coast


The south coast feels far from everything: a landscape of ocean-fronting mountains cloaked by dense evergreen forest, wild rivers, and black-sand beaches punctuated with dramatic rock formations. Postindustrial Coos Bay needn’t delay you, but just to the west are wild and beautiful natural areas, including Cape Arago and the fascinating estuarine area at South Slough. Bandon is small, cozy, and full of tourists, many here for the world-class golf courses at Bandon Dunes. The southernmost part of Oregon’s coastline may well be its most scenic, especially the stretch between Port Orford and Brookings.




If You Have . . .


• A WEEKEND: Visit Astoria, Seaside, and Cannon Beach on the north coast.


• ONE WEEK: Explore the central coast and add Lincoln City, Newport, and an excursion to the Oregon Dunes.


• TWO WEEKS: Explore the south coast and add Bandon, Port Orford, and Gold Beach. If you have any extra time, the coastal estuaries south of Coos Bay are worth the trip.





When to Go


Unless you’re a dyed-in-the-wool rain-loving Pacific Northwesterner, you’ll most likely want to visit the Oregon coast during the summer and early fall (July-September), when there’s a far better chance of sunshine. Even then, coastal fogs can put a chill on things, so it’s nearly essential to bring a fleece jacket, as well as a windbreaker for the gale-force gusts that locals call “the breeze.” It’s also best to bring rain gear—we somewhat superstitiously consider it to be insurance against a summertime storm. But it’s not always cold here: Don’t be surprised if a mid- to late-summer trip sees you wearing little more than shorts, a T-shirt, flip-flops, and sunscreen.


From late fall through spring, storm watchers come to the coast to feel the blustery bite of rain pelting their faces as they walk the beaches. It can be really thrilling to stay in a beachfront motel or cottage (paying a fraction of the summertime rates) and watch the storm clouds roll in. The big secret is that there can be absolutely beautiful weather in between storms when the sun breaks through, and temperatures are generally much milder than in other parts of the state.


Another reason to visit in December or late March (roughly Christmastime or spring break) is to see whales migrating between their winter homes off Baja California and their summertime grounds near Alaska. Look for “Whale Watching Spoken Here” signs to find good vantage points.
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beach trail






Coastal Road Trip



TOP EXPERIENCE


For many travelers, following the coastal highway U.S. 101 along the rugged Oregon coast is the trip of a lifetime. Although the coast route counts just 360 miles, don’t try to rush this trip or squeeze it into anything less than three days. Twisting roads, slow-moving traffic, and jaw-dropping vistas are sure to slow you down, so start out by planning flexibility into your schedule.


If you’re not lucky enough to have time for a trip spanning the entire coast and need to sample just a section, it’s easy to use the I-5 freeway corridor (roughly 60-80 miles inland) as a quick north or south arterial, cutting over to the coast near your destination.


So feel free to tinker with this strict north-south itinerary. If you are flying into and out of Portland, it may make sense to leapfrog your way down the coast, catching the intervening towns on your way back north.


Day 1


From Portland, drive 95 miles northwest to Astoria, a city full of history and spunky do-it-yourself charm. Visit the Columbia River Maritime Museum to learn about the area’s maritime past (and present), and check out the city’s vibrant art and dining scene. Walk the hilly streets behind downtown to view resplendent Victorian homes. Spend the night at the Cannery Pier Hotel beneath the more than four-mile-long Astoria-Megler Bridge, which spans the mighty Columbia.


Day 2


Drive south about 8 miles to Fort Clatsop National Memorial, which features a replica of the winter home Lewis and Clark used in 1805-1806. If the day is fair, drive another 7 miles to Fort Stevens State Park to stroll along the shore and watch the Columbia River roll into the Pacific, or simply continue 22 miles to Cannon Beach, with its dramatic shoreline dominated by sea stacks. Stroll through the town’s attractive and mazelike downtown shopping district, and spend the night at the Stephanie Inn.


Day 3


From Cannon Beach, drive about 10 miles south to drop through the lush temperate rainforest in Oswald West State Park, stopping for a hike to the beach or a stunning view of the ocean from 700-foot-high cliffs on the flanks of Neahkahnie Mountain. Stop for lunch in the commercial fishing village of Garibaldi, 21 miles to the south, with some of the freshest and tastiest fish-and-chips you’re likely to eat. In Tillamook (10 miles), it’s almost mandatory for visitors to stop at the Tillamook Creamery, both for the cheese (now made off-site) and the tasty ice cream cones. Continue another 44 miles south to Lincoln City via U.S. 101, staying at the Starfish Manor Hotel.


Day 4


From Lincoln City continue 12 miles south to Depoe Bay, worth a stop to admire the pocket harbor and scan for spouting whales, then take the Otter Crest scenic loop, cresting at the Cape Foulweather vista. It’s only another 12 miles to Newport, so you’ll get there before lunch—which is lucky, because you’ll want to have two meals’ worth of eating to explore the good food here. Spend the afternoon at the Oregon Coast Aquarium and the night at the Inn at Nye Beach.


Day 5


This is another short day of driving, because you’ll want to save time to hike. Proceed 24 miles south to Yachats, one of the coast’s most charming towns and gateway to Cape Perpetua, a wonderful natural area where mountains meet the sea and acres of tide pools rise above the surf. Check in at the comfortable Overleaf Lodge, and reward yourself for hiking along Cape Perpetua with dinner at one of Yachats’s excellent restaurants.
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hiking path at Cape Perpetua





Day 6


Florence is set alongside the Siuslaw River 25 miles south of Yachats, and its riverside Old Town will briefly steal your attention away from the ocean. It’s a good base for exploring the Oregon Dunes, which start just south of town and rise up to 500 feet high. Hike through this striking habitat, or go for the thrills of sandboarding or a dune buggy ride. Spend the night in Florence.
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exploring the Oregon Dunes National Recreation Area





Day 7


Although Coos Bay doesn’t beckon the average traveler, this city 50 miles south of Florence is the gateway to some astoundingly beautiful headlands and beaches just west. Don’t miss blustery Cape Arago and the gardens of Shore Acres State Park. Head south about 25 miles along Seven Devils Road and spend the night in Bandon. With its Old Town, beaches, and golfing at the internationally acclaimed Bandon Dunes Golf Resort, this town demands attention. Bandon is laid-back and easy to explore on foot, with more good restaurants than you’d expect.


Day 8


It’s tempting to shrug off Gold Beach’s jet-boat tours up the mighty Rogue River as hokey tourist schlock, but these rides are actually pretty great, with good commentary and the chance to see bald eagles and other wildlife. It’s 55 miles from Bandon to Gold Beach; be sure to get there in time to meet your boat.


Day 9


Between Gold Beach and Brookings (28 miles), the coastline is at its finest, with many pullouts offering paths down to secluded rocky beaches. Come prepared with a sweatshirt and a windbreaker and spend an afternoon exploring this stretch. In Brookings, it’s important to stop for a walk and some bird-watching at Harris Beach State Park, but it’s also worthwhile to get off the coastal strip and explore the Chetco River. Alfred A. Loeb State Park has good river access and a path through myrtle and redwood trees.


Day 10


If you’re heading back to the I-5 corridor after your tour of the coast, consider dropping down to Crescent City in California, then heading inland on U.S. 199. This highway, which you pick up 22 miles south of the state border, passes through the northern edge of the California redwoods on its way to I-5 at Grants Pass, Oregon (83 miles).




Coastal Camping


NORTH COAST


• Fort Stevens State Park: Bike trails, a shipwreck, an old military fort, and a long beach where the Columbia River crashes into the Pacific make this a family-friendly campground. It’s big too, with over 500 sites, including yurts and cabins, so it’s usually possible to find accommodations.


• Nehalem Bay State Park: This campground has beach access to the Pacific on one side and sandy Nehalem Bay on the other; bike and hiking trails make it easy to get around.


• Cape Lookout State Park: At the base of a secluded sand spit, with easy access to hiking on Cape Lookout—one of the coast’s top hiking trails—this campground has popular yurts and cabins in addition to traditional tenting sites.


CENTRAL COAST


• South Beach State Park: Just south of Newport, this large campground has easy access to the beach. It’s a great base camp for a guided paddle trip up the nearby Beaver Creek estuary.


• Carl G. Washburne State Park: On the central coast between Florence and Yachats, camp on the inland side of the highway in a thicket of huge salal bushes. Pile your gear into a wheelbarrow (provided) and trundle it to one of the great walk-in campsites, then hike along the Hobbit Trail. There are also plenty of standard spots for car and RV camping.


• Jessie M. Honeyman Memorial State Park: A few miles south of Florence, this large campground is a playground for sandboarders and dune riders. Two miles of sand dunes separate the park from the ocean. The two freshwater lakes within the park’s boundaries are popular places to boat and swim.


SOUTH COAST


• Sunset Bay State Park: Not only is this bay-fronting campground lovely, it’s home to the Oregon coast’s only real swimming beach and adjacent to several of the southern Oregon coast’s top sights: Shore Acres State Park, Cape Arago, and South Slough National Estuarine Research Reserve.


• Cape Blanco State Park: A beautiful and often blustery campground at the state’s westernmost point, just north of Port Orford and Humbug Mountain. Campground trails lead down to the beach and to the nearby lighthouse.
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Most state park campsites also rent yurts.





• Harris Beach State Park: Just north of Brookings, this magical campground sits in a grove of spruce and firs, and just off the beach are menhir-like sea stacks busy with seabirds.


• Alfred A. Loeb State Park: On the north bank of the Chetco River, find aromatic old-growth myrtlewood and the nation’s northernmost naturally occurring redwood trees at Loeb State Park. The 1.2-mile nature trail winds through the redwoods, passing one tree with a 33-foot girth. When the south coast is foggy and cold on summer mornings, it’s often warm and dry here.






Trails and Tide Pools



Coastal Oregon has a large number of high-quality state parks. There are nearly 80 state parks—19 with campgrounds—easily accessible from U.S. 101 in Oregon. Parks are located at all of the coast’s most beautiful places, making access easy and affordable. Each of these itineraries makes for a great weekend trip, or you could combine them for a weeklong adventure.
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colorful tide pool life





North Coast


DAY 1


A dramatic start to a tour of the coast’s parks begins at the point where the Columbia River enters the Pacific, at the northern edge of the huge Fort Stevens State Park. Miles of bike and hiking trails lead past abandoned gunneries (this was originally a Civil War military fortification); along the beach, the skeletal remains of the Peter Iredale shipwreck are a focal point. The campground here is the state’s largest—stay here if you want showers and a kid-friendly atmosphere; for more solitude and almost no amenities except for those provided by nature, head south and inland a bit to camp at Saddle Mountain State Natural Area, at the base of a fantastic hiking trail.


DAY 2


Get up early and drive south past Cannon Beach to Oswald West State Park, where trails through an old-growth forest lead to Short Sands Beach, Cape Falcon, and Neahkahnie Mountain. Plan to spend the night a few miles south by the dunes at Nehalem Bay State Park, just a beach walk south of the lovely town of Manzanita.




[image: image]


Oswald West State Park





DAY 3


Head south to Tillamook and pick up the Three Capes Scenic Loop. Take time to explore the parks at Cape Meares (bring binoculars and look for puffins on the rocks here) and Oceanside. The 2.5-mile Cape Lookout Trail takes you out onto a narrow, steep-sided finger of land jutting into the sea. It’s one of the coast’s most dramatic hikes, and particularly popular during the late-March whale-watching season. South of Cape Lookout, visit Cape Kiwanda to climb up on the bluff and run down the sand dunes.


Central Coast


DAY 4


As you pass through the more developed areas of Lincoln City, Depoe Bay, and Newport, stop at some of the day-use parks along the way. Boiler Bay, a mile north of Depoe Bay, is a great place to ponder the power of the surf; at Yaquina Head, at the north end of Newport, spend a couple of hours visiting the lighthouse and exploring tide pools. Beachside State Park has a campground between the towns of Waldport and Yachats.


DAY 5


Hike the trails and explore the dramatic rocky beach at Cape Perpetua, then continue south to the Oregon Dunes. Hikes in the dunes can be either random (even disorienting) explorations or can follow more defined routes. The blue-topped posts marking the John Dellenback Trail, about 10 miles south of Reedsport, guide you through a narrow band of coastal evergreen forest and 2.5 miles of 300- to 400-foot-high dunes to the beach.


Here you’ll have your choice between a number of U.S. Forest Service campgrounds between Florence and Reedsport, including those near the Waxmyrtle, Carter Dunes, and Taylor Dunes Trails, and a couple of state park spots (Tugman and Umpqua Lighthouse) south of Reedsport.


South Coast


DAY 6


Head to the western edge of the continental United States and pitch your tent at Cape Blanco State Park. Along with the trails around the cape and down to the beach, visit the historic lighthouse.


Take your time on the trip south from Cape Blanco. The 1,756-foot-high Humbug Mountain, six miles south of Port Orford, is the highest mountain rising directly off the Oregon shoreline. A three-mile trail to its top yields both great views of the coastline and a chance to see wild rhododendrons 20-25 feet high. Rising above the rhodies and giant ferns are bigleaf maple, Port Orford cedar, and Douglas and grand firs.


DAY 7


In the far-south stretch between Gold Beach and Brookings are the many roadside pullouts along the 12-mile Samuel H. Boardman State Scenic Corridor. Drop in for a walk along the beach, or hike the Oregon Coast Trail between a couple of coves. At the north end of Brookings, Harris Beach State Park is a bustling campground near another lovely beach.


Catch of the Day


TOP EXPERIENCE


Fishing, crabbing, clamming, and mussel-gathering isn’t just fun—it will fill your dinner plate too. There’s plenty for foragers to eat along the Oregon coast, if you know where to look for it. If apprehending your own dinner from the sea isn’t your style, then rest assured that almost every port town on the Oregon coast will have a crab shack or fish-and-chips shop where you can find exceedingly fresh and tasty seafood. Often these venues are right in the harbor or on the piers. What they may lack in upscale ambience is made up for with authenticity.


All crabbers and clam diggers need a shellfish license, available at pretty much anyplace that rents crab traps ($10 Oregon residents, $28 nonresidents).


Clamming is best during a minus tide, when more beach is exposed. Equipment consists of a shovel, a bucket, and—ideally—rubber boots. It’s also helpful to have a dowel or stick to use as a probe and clam marker. Look for the clam holes, then dig toward the ocean side.


Pay attention to the signs at the entrance to the beach—they may be telling you about health precautions. Occasionally shellfish toxins mandate the closure of certain areas. These higher levels of bacteria and toxins are most likely to occur during the summer, and they are carefully monitored by the Oregon Department of Agriculture (check www.oregon.gov [URL inactive] for details).


Astoria


The mother of all salmon rivers is the Columbia. While Astoria was once one of the world’s top fishing ports, precipitous declines in salmon runs have spelled doom for its abundant salmon-packaging plants. However, there is seasonal sportfishing for most salmon runs, and tuna, halibut, and bottom-fish harvesting is strong.
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fish cannery near Astoria





Catch Your Own: Plenty of charter fishing operations are ready to take you out to where the big ones are biting.


Best Restaurant: Join the lines at popular Bowpicker Fish and Chips, a food cart-style operation in a boat.


Garibaldi


Garibaldi is a scrappy little fishing village on Tillamook Bay. Crabbing is also a high point, as are local oysters.


Catch Your Own: You’ll have no trouble joining a charter boat heading out for whatever’s in season.


Best Restaurant: Head to the Pacific Oyster processing plant at nearby Bay City, where you can forgo foraging and just buy and eat your seafood while watching shuckers tackle a mountain of bivalves.


Newport


Oregon’s second-largest fishing fleet departs from Newport, and the bayfront here is a wonderful spot to plan a fishing or whale-watching trip.
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Newport fishing vessel





Catch Your Own: Newport offers abundant ocean fishing options from the busy Bayfront area, but you can also rent crab traps and try your luck for a mess of crabs from public piers at the base of Abbey Street and Bay Street, in the heart of the harbor.


Best Restaurant: Both a market and a restaurant, Local Ocean Seafoods serves up Newport’s freshest fish and seafood from its perch right above the fishing piers.


Cape Perpetua


The black-shelled bivalves that coat the rocks and tide pools here are particularly good eating.


Catch Your Own: Harvesting wild mussels along the rugged Cape Perpetua shores is easy. Bring a pot, a bottle of white wine, and some garlic. Light a campfire, and you’ve got a meal. Before you harvest, look for signs warning of toxic algal blooms and dangerous levels of bacteria, particularly in hot summer weather.


Best Restaurant: Just north of Cape Perpetua is Yachats, where the owner of tiny Luna Sea Fish House serves absolutely fresh salmon, tuna, halibut, and crab caught from his own commercial fishing boat.


Winchester Bay


Just south of Reedsport, the tiny town of Winchester Bay is almost entirely given over to fishing.


Catch Your Own: Along with a busy commercial fishing port, there are many charter operators here who will take you out to the ocean for salmon, halibut, tuna, or bottom fish.


Best Restaurant: If you aren’t fishing, stop for a meal at one of the dockside restaurants like funky Crabby’s Bar & Grill to find excellent local oysters, crab, and whatever’s fresh from the fishing fleet, or pick up some excellent canned tuna at the dockside cannery.


Charleston


Seafood so thoroughly pervades Charleston that even an angler’s grudging spouse will get caught up in the excitement.


Catch Your Own: Don’t like fishing charters, or want to forage on the cheap? No problem: Get to crabbing and clamming instead. Local shops here rent gear; you can crab right off the pier and clam on the beaches at Charleston or on Coos Bay’s North Spit.


Best Restaurant: There are plenty of excellent seafood shacks and restaurants on the Charleston docks, but if you like oysters, stop by Qualman’s for incredibly fresh oysters plucked from its nearby beds.


Bandon


Bandon isn’t your typical fishing village—it’s also an artsy, New-Agey hangout and an international golf destination—but you’ll find excellent casual seafood munching options.


Catch Your Own: Stop at the bait store at the Old Town docks to pick up some crab traps, then go toss them over the side of the dock. Hang around and check the traps every so often—if you bring in a haul and don’t want to fuss with the cooking and cleaning, ask the bait store to prepare them.


Best Restaurant: Order your crab sandwiches, rockfish tacos, or grilled salmon and then take a seat at picnic tables at Tony’s Crab Shack, a bustling harbor-front landmark.


Rogue River


Anglers will want to stay a couple of days in Gold Beach, either in town or up the Rogue River. Spring chinook salmon, fall king salmon, silver salmon, summer and winter steelhead—all these runs are of legendary proportion.


Catch Your Own: It’s best to go with a guide in a boat, and just about every local you’ll meet is a guide.


Best Restaurant: At Spinner’s Seafood, Steak and Chophouse, check out the daily specials that feature Rogue River salmon in season, or the recommended cioppino seafood stew.


Chetco River


Although it’s not as well-known as the Rogue, the Chetco River upstream from Brookings is also good for late fall and winter salmon and steelhead fishing.


Catch Your Own: Brookings is a good place to take a charter out into the ocean to fish for salmon and bottom fish.


Best Restaurant: Head to Brookings’s harbor area to find Catalyst Seafood, a bar and grill whose owner operates a fishing boat and offers some of the freshest fish and seafood for miles around.



Top 10 Photo Ops



The Oregon coast is so photogenic that both professional and amateur photographers vie for the best shots, which, given coastal conditions, can be challenging. Greg Vaughn, professional landscape photographer and author of the helpful guide Photographing Oregon, notes that during the long light-drenched summer days, photographers must get up really early and stay out late to capture the “golden hours.” He also notes that cloudy or foggy days are ideal for photographing the forests and waterfalls in the Coast Range mountains, and winter storms make for the most dramatic seascapes.


While there are stunning vistas around nearly every corner along the Oregon coast, here are some don’t-miss photo opportunities.


Sunset: Astoria-Megler Bridge


This soaring, four-plus-mile bridge across the vast Columbia River is photographic eye candy. Directly south of the bridge, Alameda Avenue is carved into Astoria’s steep hillsides, making it an excellent perch for snapping photos of the oceangoing vessels on the water and the distant hills of Washington State.


Sunrise: Ecola State Park and Haystack Rock


Cannon Beach offers postcard-perfect views of sea stacks and craggy offshore islands. Haystack Rock serves as a looming backdrop to nearly every beach photo taken here, while the scattered rocks of Ecola State Park are more like chess pieces tossed out to sea—perfect as a foreground for sunrise photos.


Midday: Oswald West State Park


It’s not always easy to get up close and personal with giant trees in coastal old-growth forests, but at Oswald West, it’s as easy as a stroll to Short Sands Beach: The trail winds through a grove of centuries-old Sitka spruce whose massive size will clog your viewfinder. In winter, shoot (but don’t eat) colorful mushrooms.


Late Afternoon: Kites at Lincoln City


Nothing says fun at the beach like colorful kites diving and dancing in the air, and the long breezy expanses of sand at Lincoln City make it a center for kite-flying. Even when there’s not a kite festival on, this is one kite-loving town. Climb the steep bluffs behind the beach for a rare bird’s-eye view of kiting activity.


Sunset: Yaquina Bay Bridge


Of the many handsome bridges designed by 1930s bridge-design master Conde McCullough, this high-flying structure, which spans Newport’s harbor, is the most striking. With the busy boat basin in the foreground, it’s one of the top photo subjects in the state, particularly from viewpoints east along Bay Boulevard, which runs along the waterfront.


Morning: Cape Perpetua


Drive up to the top of the cape and take the short Whispering Spruce Trail to a fabulous overlook. Then head back down to the beach and explore this area’s tide pools during low tide.


Sunset: Heceta Head Lighthouse


Rumored to be the most photographed vista in Oregon, this stark white lighthouse wedged into the flanks of a 1,000-foot rocky outcrop is impossible to miss. You’ll run through millions of megapixels trying to capture the crashing waves, deep forests, and offshore crags from a cannily placed highway turnout just west of the Cape Creek Bridge.


Morning Low Tide: Tide Pools at Cape Arago State Park


Rocky tide pools filled with neon-hued starfish, spiky sea urchins, and shell-appropriating hermit crabs make fascinating photo subjects: Some of the best tide-pooling along the coast is at this state park. From the parking area, the north cove trail also offers views of seals and sea lions basking on offshore rock ledges, although this trail is closed in summer when these sea mammals are rearing their young (the south cove trail remains open year-round).




Save It for a Rainy Day


Sometimes the coastal weather is a little daunting. And although we strongly encourage you to layer up, get out there, and enjoy yourself in the pelting rain, we know that these wet outings need to be brief and interspersed with some inside time. Fortunately, there are plenty of indoor places to enjoy along Oregon’s coast without feeling like you could be just anywhere.


ASTORIA


• Columbia River Maritime Museum: We’ll gladly visit this museum in any kind of weather, but when storms rage outside, it gives visitors special insight into the dangerous jobs of those who guide ships across the Columbia River’s bar and up its braided channel.
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Columbia River Maritime Museum





• Fort Clatsop: Lewis and Clark wrote of being “cold, wet, and miserable” here, but remember, they were here all winter. This is your chance to relive history.


SEASIDE


• Arcades: It’s the tackiest sort of beach fun, but sometimes the whole family needs to pile into bumper cars.


LINCOLN CITY


• Lincoln City Glass Center: Blow your own glass float or paperweight at this Taft-neighborhood studio. Other galleries in the area feature glass and other art.


NEWPORT


• Oregon Coast Aquarium: Trance out watching jellyfish or walk through the Passages of the Deep, a 200-foot-long acrylic tunnel offering 360-degree underwater views in three diverse habitats, from Orford Reef to Halibut Flats to Open Sea, where you’re surrounded by free-swimming sharks. It’s easy to spend several hours here.


FLORENCE


• Sea Lion Caves: Join about 200 Steller sea lions in this cliffside cave north of Florence. These sea lions occupy the cave during the fall and winter; in spring and summer, they breed and raise their young on the rock ledges just outside the cave.


BANDON


• Face Rock Creamery: After several cheeseless years, Bandon once again is home to a cheese factory. Stop in to sample some aged cheddar or Black Jack; Umpqua ice cream is another extremely popular option.


BROOKINGS


• Brewpubs: Hunker down and while away the day in a brewpub. The Lord of the Rings-themed Misty Mountains Brewing, where you can enjoy a Grey Pilgrim Pale Ale and fantasize about sunny days in the Shire, is particularly atmospheric.






Mid-Morning: Bandon



Bandon’s beautiful beach is studded with rocky fingers and promontories, but the most arresting vista is of Face Rock, a basalt monolith pounded by waves that from certain angles takes on a human profile. Native American legend claims it’s the visage of a young woman frozen into rock. It’s a postcard-ready image that bespeaks the beauty and mystery of the Oregon coast.


Sunset: Samuel H. Boardman State Scenic Corridor


It’s often referred to as the most scenic 12 miles along the Oregon coast, but photographers don’t find it easy to capture the drama of this stunning seascape: It’s hard to encapsulate the vastness of the scene. Of the 11 named stops along this stretch of U.S. 101, Whaleshead Island is perhaps the most photogenic viewpoint, with tripod-ready vistas of a tiny beach flanked by rocky crags and wave-pounded islands.



Undiscovered Beaches



With 360 miles of coastline, Oregon has lots of sandy waterfront. However, not all beaches are created equal. Here are some of our favorite, lesser-known beaches.


Hug Point State Recreation Site


When nearby Cannon Beach is just too busy, head a few miles south to Hug Point. You can see Haystack Rock in the distance, but not the crowds. Check out the two caves in the headlands and the old wagon trails carved into the stone—stagecoaches used to travel along the beach before roads were cut into the forests.


Short Sands Beach


This small beach, part of Oswald West State Park, is wedged between the rocky cliffs of Neahkahnie Mountain and Cape Falcon, making it feel cut off from the rest of the world. You’ll need to follow a 0.5-mile trail through old-growth rainforest to reach the beach, which is nearly always active with surfers.
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suspension bridge at Oswald West State Park





Rockaway Beach


Sure, the town of Rockaway may lack upscale charm, but the seven-mile-long beach itself is lovely. Just offshore are the Twin Rocks, two massive promontories, one carved through with an arch. This is a magical spot to watch the sunset.
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Twin Rocks at Rockaway Beach





Seal Rock State Recreation Site


Stop at this quiet beach about halfway between Newport and Waldport to find a bit of the best of everything: broad sandy strands, tide pools, curious rock formations in the surf, and shady picnic tables. The park is named for a large seal-like rock, and in fact you can often spot real seals on the islands. Whales pass by here on their twice-yearly migration.




Cozy Seaside Inns


Smaller inns and bed-and-breakfasts are top spots for a comfortable and intimate stay.


ASTORIA


Astoria’s Hotel Elliott isn’t really an inn—in fact, when it was built in the 1920s, it was the classiest place to stay in Astoria. And with its lovingly restored rooms and rooftop sitting area, it still is. This historic hotel, situated in Astoria’s vibrant downtown, will get a coast trip off to a great start.


MANZANITA


The six-block walk to the beach down Manzanita’s charming main drag is easy, but if you’re bunking at one of the perfectly fitted-out Coast Cabins, you may be content to just settle in and relax.
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Coast Cabins





DEPOE BAY


The Channel House in Depoe Bay offers that perfect contrast of luxury and rustic charm. Watch the surging tides collide with the rocky shore and fishing boats negotiate the narrow harbor from the comfort of your outdoor whirlpool tub.


NEWPORT


History and literature intersect at the Sylvia Beach Hotel in Newport, a one-of-a-kind historic hotel-turned-B&B where all the rooms are decorated in literary themes. The Edgar Allan Poe room, anyone?


PORT ORFORD


Drop into a meditative calm at Wildspring Guest Habitat, perched above the Pacific Ocean in Port Orford. Everything here is designed to lead you to a state of serenity, whether it’s the labyrinth walk, the exquisite hot tub, the meditation alcoves, or the hammock outside your cabin.


GOLD BEACH


Upriver from Gold Beach, Tu Tu Tun Resort is the only full-on resort on the south coast, and it’s a wonderful place to feel pampered in a thoroughly Oregonian kind of way.


BROOKINGS


Down in Brookings, stay at the South Coast Inn B&B, an elegant Bernard Maybeck-designed house.





Neptune State Park


At this magical spot south of Yachats, tongues of lava form mazelike walls in the sand, to the delight of children of all ages. It’s a great place to play hide-and-seek or to spread a blanket and picnic. Immediately to the south (and also part of the state park) is Strawberry Hill, a wayside that gives access to acres of tide pools, where a broad expanse of ancient lava meets the Pacific.


Scenic Beach Loop


South of Bandon, drive the Scenic Beach Loop and witness some of the most evocative offshore rock formations in the state. With names like Cat and Kittens Rocks, Face Rock, and the Garden of the Gods, you’ll likely search for something magical in the various monoliths and islands. As you walk along the beach, watch for seabirds—Elephant Rock is a rookery for puffins, murres, and auklets.
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Elephant Rock on the Scenic Beach Loop





Battle Rock Park


Just below the town of Port Orford, a craggy, steep-sided headland rises from the sands. In 1851, this promontory was the site of conflict between local Native Americans and would-be settlers, earning it the name Battle Rock. You can climb the trail to the rock’s crest, where the settlers took shelter during a 14-day siege. Scattered along the beach are other dramatic sea stacks; this is also a good spot to beachcomb for agates.


Myers Creek Beach


The southern Oregon coastline is chock-a-block with dramatic vistas. Out of the many choices, a personal favorite is the sea-stack-studded beach at Myers Creek, part of Pistol River State Park south of Gold Beach. The cove is brimming with wave-battered monoliths, and the mile-long beach is just big enough for a good saunter but small enough to feel private.
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Haystack Rock







Highlights


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


S Columbia River Maritime Museum: One of Oregon’s top museums tells the story of seafaring on the Columbia River (click here).


S Fort Clatsop National Memorial: This replica of Lewis and Clark’s 1805-1806 winter camp offers a fascinating glimpse into frontier life (click here).
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S Haystack Rock: This soaring sea stack on Cannon Beach is home to thousands of seabirds (click here).


S Oswald West State Park: Walk an easy trail through an old-growth forest to the cove-like Short Sands Beach, or embark on a longer hike to Cape Falcon (click here).


S Hiking at Cape Lookout: Go for the great views of rocks and surf, the chance to see a whale, or to immerse yourself in the foggy coastal atmosphere (click here).
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Cannon Beach
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the Seaside Brewing Company.








The enchanting north coast—from the mouth of the Columbia River south to Lincoln City—is little more than an hour’s drive from the Portland metro area. It’s the most popular part of Oregon’s Pacific shoreline. Still, apart from the weekend crush at Cannon Beach and Seaside, there’s more than enough elbow room for everyone.


Overlooking the Columbia River as it flows into the Pacific, the formerly shabby shipping and fishing center of Astoria has rediscovered its own potential, with a lively arts scene, adventurous cuisine, and fine hotels and B&Bs hosting overnighters. Its long-idle waterfront is busy again with tourist attractions—most notably the Columbia River Maritime Museum, one of the best museums in Oregon.


West of Astoria, at Oregon’s far northwestern tip, where the mighty Columbia River meets the Pacific, visitors to Fort Stevens State Park can inspect the skeleton of a century-old shipwreck and a military fort active from the Civil War to World War II, as well as revel in miles of sandy beaches. Fort Clatsop National Memorial, part of Lewis and Clark National Historical Park, includes a re-creation of the Corps of Discovery’s winter 1805-1806 quarters—a must-stop for Lewis and Clark buffs.


Cannon Beach and Seaside are two extremely popular resort towns that are polar opposites of one another. Cannon Beach, an enclave of tastefully weathered cedar-shingled architecture, is chockablock with art galleries, boutiques, and upscale lodgings and restaurants. A few miles north, Seaside is Oregon’s quintessential family-friendly beach resort, with a long boardwalk, candy and gift shops, and noisy game arcades.


Just south of Cannon Beach, Oswald West State Park is a gem protecting old-growth forest and handsome little pocket beaches—as well as, some believe, a Spanish pirate treasure buried on Neahkahnie Mountain. Beyond Neahkahnie’s cliff-top viewpoints along U.S. 101, the Nehalem Bay area attracts anglers, crabbers, and kayakers, as well as discriminating diners who come from far and wide to enjoy surprisingly sophisticated cuisine.


Tillamook County, home to more cows than people, is synonymous with delicious dairy products—cheese and ice cream in particular. It’s no surprise that Tillamook’s biggest visitor attraction is cheese-related. More than a million people a year come to the Tillamook Creamery to view the cheese-making operations and sample the excellent results. The Tillamook Air Museum is another popular diversion, housing an outstanding collection of vintage and modern aircraft in gargantuan Hangar B, the largest wooden structure in the world. Tillamook Bay, fed by five rivers, yields oysters and crabs, while the active Garibaldi charter fleet targets salmon, halibut, and tuna in the offshore waters.
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South of Tillamook, the Coast Highway wends inland through lush pastureland to Neskowin. It’s a pleasant enough stretch, but the Three Capes Scenic Loop, a 35-mile scenic coastal detour, is a more attractive, if time-consuming, option. The spectacular views and bird-watching from Capes Meares and Lookout are the highlights of this beautiful drive. At Pacific City, at the southern end of the Three Capes Loop, commercial anglers launch their dories right off the sandy beach and through the surf in the lee of Cape Kiwanda and mammoth Haystack Rock—a sight not seen anywhere else on the West Coast. Just north of Lincoln City, Cascade Head beckons hikers to explore its rare prairie headlands ecosystem.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Although most Oregonians have a favorite beach town that they’ll visit for weekends and summer vacations, if this is your grand tour of the Oregon coast, plan to spend a few days exploring the northern coast’s beaches and towns. If you’re interested in history, architecture, or ship-watching, spend a night in Astoria—it’s one of our favorite coastal cities, even though it’s several miles from the Pacific Ocean. If you can’t wait to walk on Pacific beaches, head to Cannon Beach (for a more upscale stay) or Seaside (which the kids will love) and begin your trip there. By driving north-south, you’ll be able to pull off the highway more easily into beach access areas. Campers might want to reserve a space at Nehalem Bay State Park, near the small laid-back town of Manzanita, a few miles south of Cannon Beach; Manzanita is also a good place to rent a beach house for a weekend. Aside from the near-mandatory stop at the Tillamook Creamery, you’ll probably want to skip the town of Tillamook and head to the Three Capes Loop, where a night in Pacific City offers easy access to Cape Kiwanda as well as comfy lodgings and a good brewpub. On your way south to the central coast, or to the Highway 18 route back through the Willamette Valley wine country to Portland, do stop for a hike at Cascade Head.


Astoria and Vicinity


The mouth of the mighty Columbia River, with its abundance of natural resources, was long a home for Native Americans; artifacts found in the area suggest that people have been living along the river for at least 8,000 years. Early European explorers and settlers also found the river and its bays to be propitious as a trading and fishing center. Astoria’s dramatic location and deep history continue to attract new settlers and travelers drawn to the area’s potent allure.
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Astoria (pop. about 10,000) is the oldest permanent U.S. settlement west of the Rockies, and its glory days are preserved by museums, historical exhibits, and pastel-colored Victorian homes weathered by the sea air. Hollywood has chosen Astoria’s picturesque neighborhoods to simulate an idealized all-American town, most notably in the cult classic The Goonies.


What sets Astoria apart from other destinations on the northern Oregon coast is that it’s a real city, not a waterfront town made over into a resort. While the decline in the logging and fishing industries dealt the city many economic blows in the late 20th century, there’s plenty of pluck left in this old dowager, and her best years may be yet to come as a thriving haven for artists and free spirits.


Astoria has many charms: Colorful Victorian mansions and historic buildings downtown are undergoing restoration, cruise ships are calling, fine restaurants are multiplying, a lively arts scene is booming, and there’s new life along the waterfront, anchored by the excellent Columbia River Maritime Museum.


History


The Clatsop people, a Chinook-speaking group, lived in this area for thousands of years before Astoria’s written history began. When Lewis and Clark arrived in 1805, the Clatsops numbered about 400 people, living in three villages on the south side of the Columbia River, but their steady decline began soon after contact with whites.


The region was first chronicled by Don Bruno de Heceta, a Spanish explorer who sailed near the Columbia’s mouth in August 1775. He named it the Bay of the Assumption of Our Lady, but the strong current prevented his ship from entering. U.S. presence on the Columbia began with Captain Robert Gray’s discovery of the river in May 1792, which he named after his fur-trading ship, Columbia Rediviva.


Thereafter, Lewis and Clark’s famous expedition of 1804-1806, with its winter encampment at Fort Clatsop, south of present-day Astoria, helped incorporate the Pacific Northwest as part of a new nation. In 1811, John Jacob Astor’s agents built Fort Astoria on a hillside in what would eventually grow into Astoria—the first U.S. settlement west of the Rockies. The trading post was occupied by the British between 1813 and 1818, and the settlement was renamed Fort George. Real development began in the 1840s as settlers begin pouring in from the Oregon Trail. During the Civil War, Fort Stevens was built at the mouth of the Columbia to guard against a Confederate naval incursion.


Commerce grew with the export of lumber and foodstuffs to gold rush-era San Francisco and Asia. Salmon canneries became the mainstay of Astoria’s economy during the 1870s, helping it grow into Oregon’s second-largest city—and a notorious shanghaiing port, where young men, often drunk, were kidnapped from bars to serve as unwilling sailors on commercial and military ships. From that time through the early 1900s, the dominant immigrants to the Astoria area were Scandinavian, and with the addition of these seafaring folk, logging, fishing, and shipbuilding coaxed the population up to 20,000 by World War II.


Some believe that the port city at the mouth of the Columbia might have grown to rival San Francisco or Seattle had it not been for the setback of a devastating fire in 1922. In the early morning hours of December 8, a pool hall on Commercial Street caught fire; the flames spread rapidly among the wooden buildings, many supported on wooden pilings, in Astoria’s business district. By daybreak, more than 200 businesses in a 32-block area had been reduced to ashes. The downtown was rebuilt in the ensuing years, largely in brick and stone, but the devastation changed the fate of Astoria.


Near the end of World War II, a Japanese submarine’s shelling of Fort Stevens made it the only fortification on U.S. soil to have sustained an attack in a world war. After the war, the region’s fortunes ebbed and flowed with its resource-based economy. In an attempt to supplement that economy with tourism, the State Highway Division began constructing the Astoria-Megler Bridge in 1962 to connect Oregon and Washington.


Orientation


The waters surrounding Astoria define the town as much as the steep hills it’s built on. Along its northern side, the mighty Columbia, four miles wide, is an aquatic highway carrying a steady flow of traffic, from small pleasure boats to massive cargo ships a quarter mile long. Soaring high over the river is an engineering marvel that’s impossible to miss from most locations in town. At just over four miles long, the Astoria-Megler Bridge is the longest bridge in Oregon and the longest bridge of its type (cantilever through-truss) in the nation. When it opened in 1966, the bridge provided the final link in the 1,625-mile-long U.S. 101 along the Pacific coast.


On Astoria’s south side, Young’s River, flowing down from the Coast Range, broadens into Young’s Bay, separating Astoria from its neighbor Warrenton to the southwest. A few miles to the west, the Columbia River finally meets the Pacific, 1,243 miles from its headwaters in British Columbia. Where the tremendous outflow (averaging 118 million gallons per minute) of the River of the West encounters the ocean tides, conditions can be treacherous, and the sometimes-monstrous waves around the bar have claimed more than 2,000 vessels over the years. This river’s mouth could well be the biggest widow-maker on the high seas, earning it the title “Graveyard of the Pacific.” Lewis and Clark referred to it as “that seven-shouldered horror” in a journal entry from the winter of 1805-1806.


Any visitor to Astoria should consider crossing the Astoria-Megler Bridge to visit the extreme southwest corner of Washington State. Here the sands and soil carried by the Columbia create a 20-mile-long sand spit called the Long Beach Peninsula. Some of the West Coast’s most succulent oysters grow in Willapa Bay, the body of water created by this finger of sand. Historic beach communities plus numerous Lewis and Clark sites also reward visitors to this charming enclave.



SIGHTS



After getting a bird’s-eye view from the Astoria Column, you might want to take a closer look at Astoria on foot. The town is home to dozens of beautifully restored 19th-century and early 20th-century houses.


Here’s a suggested route: From the Flavel House Museum at 8th and Duane Streets, start walking south on 8th Street and turn left on Franklin Avenue. Continue east to 11th Street, then detour south one block on 11th Street to Grand Avenue; head east on Grand, north on 12th Street, and back to Franklin, continuing your eastward trek. Walk to 17th Street, then south again to Grand, double back on Grand two blocks to 15th Street, then walk north on 15th to Exchange Street and east on Exchange to 17th, where you’ll be just two blocks from the Columbia River Maritime Museum. This route takes you past 74 historic buildings and sites.


One of Astoria’s most impressive sights is the commanding vista of the Astoria-Megler Bridge. To get there from the Flavel House Museum, head south (uphill) on 8th Street and turn right (west) on Franklin Avenue. Follow Franklin six blocks until it turns into Skyline Avenue. After one block, turn onto West Grand Avenue, which hugs the ridge. For the ultimate perch directly over the bridge, turn off West Grand to follow Lincoln Street north (downhill) to Alameda Avenue where you’re eye-to-eye with the bridge’s soaring span.
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1: Astoria-Megler Bridge 2: Blue Scorcher Bakery Cafe 3: the Astoria waterfront





Astoria Column


The best introduction to Astoria and environs is undoubtedly the 360-degree panorama from atop the 125-foot-tall Astoria Column (2199 Coxcomb Dr., 503/325-2963, www.astoriacolumn.org, dawn-dusk daily, $5 parking) on Coxcomb Hill, the highest point in town. Patterned after Trajan’s Column in Rome, the reinforced-concrete tower was built in 1926 as a joint project of the Great Northern Railway and the descendants of John Jacob Astor to commemorate the westward sweep of discovery and migration. The graffito frieze spiraling up the exterior illustrates Robert Gray’s 1792 discovery of the Columbia River, the establishment of U.S. claims to the Northwest Territory, the arrival of the Great Northern Railway, and other scenes of the history of the Pacific Northwest. The vista from the surrounding hilltop park is impressive enough, but for the ultimate experience, the climb up 164 steps to the tower’s top is worth the effort.
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If you have kids in tow, stop by the tiny gift shop to buy a balsa-wood glider. Lofting a wooden airplane from the top of the tower is an Astoria tradition.


Get to the Astoria Column from downtown by following 16th Street south (uphill) to Jerome Avenue. Turn right (west) one block and continue up 15th Street to the park entrance on Coxcomb Drive. Avoid the parking fee by parking on the road leading up the hill and hiking the final stretch.


The Waterfront


While most of Astoria’s waterfront is lined with warehouses and docks, the River Walk will get you front-row views of the river. The River Walk provides paved riverside passage for pedestrians and cyclists along a five-mile stretch between the Port of Astoria and the community of Alderbrook, at the eastern fringe of Astoria.


An excellent way to cover some of the same ground, accompanied by commentary on sights and local history, is by taking a 50-minute ride on Old 300, the Astoria Riverfront Trolley (503/325-6311, www.old300.org, weather permitting noon-6pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, see trolley shelters for fall-spring schedules, $1/ ride or $2 all day), which runs on Astoria’s original train tracks alongside the River Walk as far east as the East Mooring Basin. Trolley shelters are at nine stops along the route; you can also flag it down anywhere along the way by waving a dollar bill. The lovingly restored 1913 trolley originally served San Antonio and later ran between Portland and Lake Oswego in the 1980s.


Toward the eastern end of the River Walk, at Pier 39, the Hanthorn Cannery (100 39th St., 503/325-2502, 9am-6pm daily, free) is a rather informal but fascinating museum housed in an old Bumble Bee tuna cannery. Exhibits include some lovely old wooden boats, eye-catching photos, and canning equipment. There’s also a coffee shop and a brewpub at this location, so it’s a good place to take a break.


S Columbia River Maritime Museum


On the waterfront a few blocks east of downtown Astoria, the Columbia River Maritime Museum (1792 Marine Dr., 503/325-2323, www.crmm.org, 9:30am-5pm daily, closed Thanksgiving and Christmas, $14 adults, $12 seniors, $5 ages 6-17, free under age 6) is hard to miss. The roof of the 44,000-square-foot museum simulates the curvature of cresting waves, and the gigantic 25,000-pound anchor out front is also impossible to ignore. What’s inside surpasses this eye-catching facade. The introductory film is excellent and intense, giving a good glimpse of the jobs of bar pilots, who climb aboard huge ships to navigate them across the Columbia Bar and up the river. Floor-to-ceiling windows in the Great Hall allow visitors to watch the river traffic in comfort.


Historic boats, scale models, exquisitely detailed miniatures of ships, paintings, and artifacts recount times when Native American canoes plied the Columbia, Lewis and Clark camped on the Columbia’s shores, and dramatic shipwrecks occurred on its bar. Local lighthouses, the evolution of boat design, scrimshaw, and harpoons are the focus of other exhibits here.


The museum also now houses two of three cannons that gave nearby Cannon Beach its name. These early 19th-century cannons, from the USS Shark, which met its end on the Columbia River Bar in 1846, were set adrift and washed up some 30 miles south of the Columbia’s mouth, near Cannon Beach. The first of the cannons was discovered in 1894, and the last two were found in 2008. All were studied at Texas A&M University for a number of years, and two are now on display in the museum, along with an officer’s sword from the Shark found in the 1970s, and the Shark Rock, a large boulder into which survivors of the shipwreck carved their names.


Museum admission lets you board the 128-foot lightship Columbia, now permanently berthed alongside the museum building. This vessel served as a floating lighthouse, marking the entrance to the mouth of the river and helping many ships navigate the dangerous waters. The gift shop has a great collection of books on Astoria’s history and other maritime topics.


Heritage Museum and Research Library


The Heritage Museum (1618 Exchange St., 503/325-2203, www.cumtux.org, 10am-5pm daily May-Sept., 11am-4pm Tues.-Sat. Oct.-Apr., $4 adults, $2 ages 6-17) is housed in a handsome neoclassical building that was originally Astoria’s city hall. It has several galleries filled with antiques, tools, vintage photographs, and archives chronicling various aspects of life in Clatsop County. The museum’s centerpiece exhibit concentrates on the culture of the local Clatsop and Chinook peoples, from before European contact up to the present day. Other exhibits highlight natural history, geology, early immigrants and settlers in the region, and the development of commerce in such fields as fishing, fish packing, logging, and lumber. The research library is open to the public.


Flavel House Museum


Captain George Flavel, Astoria’s first millionaire, amassed a fortune in the mid-19th century through his Columbia River Bar piloting monopoly, and later expanded his empire through shipping, banking, and real estate. Between 1884 and 1886 he had a home built in the center of Astoria overlooking the Columbia River, now the Flavel House Museum (441 8th St., 503/325-2203, 10am-5pm daily May-Sept., 11am-4pm daily Oct.-Apr., $6 adults, $5 seniors and students, $2 ages 6-17, free under age 6), where he retired with his wife and two daughters. From its 4th-story cupola, Flavel could watch the comings and goings of his sailing fleet.




The Peter Iredale


One of the best known of the hundreds of ships wrecked on the Oregon coast over the centuries is the British schooner Peter Iredale. This 278-foot four-master, fashioned of steel plates on an iron frame, was built in Liverpool in 1890 and came to its untimely end on the beach south of Clatsop Spit on October 25, 1906. En route from Mexico to pick up a load of wheat on the Columbia River, the vessel ran aground during high seas and a northwesterly squall. All hands were rescued, and with little damage to the hull, hopes initially ran high that the ship could be towed back to sea and salvaged. That effort proved fruitless, and eventually the ship was written off as a total loss. Today, over a century later, the remains of her rusting skeleton protrude from the sands of Fort Stevens State Park as a familiar sight to most who have traveled the north coast. Signs within Fort Stevens State Park lead the way to a parking area close to the wreck.
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the remains of the 1906 wreck Peter Iredale at Fort Stevens State Park








When the Clatsop County Historical Society assumed stewardship in 1951, the mansion was slated for demolition, to be paved over as a parking lot for the adjacent courthouse. Fortunately, thanks to the efforts of the historical society and many volunteers, the house still stands today at the corner of 8th and Duane Streets. The splendidly extravagant Queen Anne mansion reflects the rich style and elegance of the late Victorian era and the lives of Astoria’s most prominent family.


The property encompasses a full city block. With its intricate woodwork inside and out, period furnishings, and art, along with its extravagantly rendered gables, cornices, and porches, the Flavel House ranks with the Carson Mansion in Eureka, California, as a Victorian showplace. The Carriage House, on the southwest corner of the property, serves as an orientation center for visitors with exhibits, an interpretive video, and a museum store.
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