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introduction


I lived in Ohio for nearly seven decades, almost five in Columbus, but I also have journeyed throughout the United States and overseas. Whenever I return, I am again reminded how much can be found within the borders of my home state. Not only are many cultures represented here, from Amish Country to the Underground Railroad to the ethnic neighborhoods of Cleveland, but you can also experience a vast array of cuisines, romp on the shores of Lake Erie, and encounter one of the largest concentrations of amusement parks in the Midwest. Museums and cultural entities abound, making science, rock and roll, dead presidents (not the green kind), and pioneer exploration fun and relevant for both children and adults.

Along with a rich history of elegant and quaint homes, farms, covered bridges, and unique communities, there are wonderful shopping and recreational opportunities. Clusters of outlet stores can be found in Ohio and in nearby Kentucky, while small towns such as Yellow Springs offer an eclectic array of goods. Columbus, Cincinnati, and Cleveland have malls galore, from upscale to discount. You can go horseback riding, learn how to care for animals, and explore Native American heritage by visiting their ancient burial places and witnessing live reenactments of their lives and times; in 2023, the Hopewell Ceremonial Earthworks, eight monumental earthen enclosures located in the southeast portion of the state, were designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Ohio’s state park system has a wonderful assortment of lodging as well as camping, fishing, hiking, boating, and other sports opportunities. And most things are reasonably priced, making tourism here a bargain compared to more heavily trodden areas.

Ohio is a state for all seasons. The clement spring and summer provide an abundance of outdoor options, while winter can offer skiing and ice fishing, depending on the mood of the climate change. The fall foliage, particularly in spots such as the Hocking Hills, is magnificent. The color lasts several weeks, providing quite a window of time to visit during this moderate and generally sunny period.

But perhaps Ohio’s greatest appeal can be found in the people. Most are pleasant and genuinely willing to help but mind their own business if that’s what you want. They’ll say, “How are you?” and mean it, without ulterior motive or desire to impress. So if you ever need anything, ask. You’ll generally get more assistance than you bargained for. People who come from out of state are amazed at how quickly they feel comfortable and accepted.

In the middle of this is my former “old shoe,” Columbus, which is about two hours away from the farthest points north, south, east, and west. Because of its central location, Columbus offers rich access to the state’s many and varied pleasures. Therefore, most of the entries in this book are within Ohio’s borders.

In recent years, Columbus has ripped away its “Cowtown” image and reinvented itself as a “Cbus” superpower, an urban, multicultural, sophisticated city that is rapidly growing thanks to the influx of companies such as Wells Fargo, Intel, Google, and Honda. So you will as likely see hipsters sporting man buns, brightly hued locks, and tattoos as families with children and retirees. And they are a diverse bunch: according to https://columbusregion.com, along with being a Top 10 city for Pride, nearly 40 percent of growth comes from international migration, with 90+ percent being from non-white groups.

So if you like to relax, enjoy, and explore new and old cultures and pastimes, this is the place for you. You needn’t spend a fortune on gasoline or deal with the hassle of flying on an airplane. Good food, nice people, lots of things to see and do relatively inexpensively—what more could one ask?


driving tips

Driving in Ohio and especially Columbus has changed drastically in recent years. Along with the construction of a beehive of complicated highways with concrete barriers that crisscross downtown Columbus, drivers are just as unforgiving—and in some cases, even less. Should you slow down and appear uncertain, they won’t hesitate to tailgate (tinted windows can be both a good and bad thing). So it’s wise to have GPS navigation where it’s highly visible and/or drive with someone with knowledge of the area, preferably both. This is equally true for Cincinnati, Cleveland, and other larger cities.

While many of Ohio’s major interstates and highways have a 70-mile-per-hour speed limit, state troopers and local police monitor speeders and reckless motorists. Along with enforcing seat belt and drunk driving laws, the latter calling for impromptu checkpoints at bar-laden intersections (especially during holidays and football season), a 2023 Ohio distracted-driving law prohibits using or holding a cell phone or electronic device while driving. Caution and patience will help get you there safely; always take traffic and weather conditions into account when planning to arrive at a specific time and place.

And, oh dear—er, deer: Since 2018, there were 104,328 deer-related crashes on Ohio’s roadways, states the Ohio Department of Insurance. While 95 percent of these only resulted in property damage, there were still almost three dozen fatalities. Additionally, 47 percent of these crashes occurred in October, November, or December.

Also be on the lookout for the dreaded orange barrels that signal road construction and possible delays. It’s especially wise to stay within posted speed restrictions, as fines may be more than doubled for offenders. Signs often designate alternate routes. Although these detours may require more actual driving, they save aggravation and, in some cases, travel time.

On the positive side of the ledger, law enforcement is quick to help those in distress. If you’re lost or having car trouble, according to the Ohio State Highway Patrol:


	 Pull well off the roadway.

	 Activate emergency flashers.

	 Stay with your car and keep your safety belt on.

	 Lock your doors but keep your windows cracked.

	 Contact the Patrol for help at #677 or local police at 911.




highway designations

Interstates are prefaced by “I” (for example, I-270) and are generally multilane divided highways.

U.S. highways are two- and three-lane undivided roads and are prefaced by “US” (for instance, US 68).

State highways are paved and divided and are prefaced by “SR” (for example, SR 256).

County roads can be paved or even gravel and are prefaced by “CR” (e.g., CR 10).

Happy driving! Well, safe driving anyway . . .






ohio quirks

This state has its idiosyncrasies. For instance, the term “deli” is very loosely interpreted here. In Ohio a deli is generally one cut above a fast-food eatery and serves mostly sandwiches, soups, and prepackaged salads. It’s nothing like what you’d expect in New York, Los Angeles, and other big cities. Two exceptions are Slyman’s and Jack’s Deli in Cleveland (see Northeast Day Trip 06); Columbus, Cincinnati, Dayton, and even Athens have their versions.

Ohioans have a sense of humor (some might say an inferiority complex) about their lack of mountains and ocean. If you hear someone refer to Mount Parnassus, it’s a very steep slope at Denison University in Granville. Mount Campbell (actually Campbell Hill according to the map) near Bellefontaine, a mere 1,550 feet above sea level, is the highest elevation around. “Buckeye Ocean” is a pond-turned-lake, while “Surf Ohio” generally refers to waterskiing or other wet ’n’ wild activities on Lake Erie or one of the artificial bodies of water.




how to use this guide

Most places accept credit cards, although some may accept certain types and not others. While hours of operation and prices are included for attractions, please remember that these may be subject to rapid change. (When hours vary greatly, only general information is provided.) Because of this, it’s highly recommended that you call or check the websites before an actual visit, sparing the potential disappointment and aggravation of an unnecessary trip.


pricing key

Accommodations:

$—inexpensive, up to $100

$$—moderate, $100–$225

$$$—expensive, $225 and up

Most rooms are for two people, but check the website for specific types of rooms, number of beds, and other details. Generally it’s best to book online for the lowest rates. Some of the properties are bed-and-breakfasts; exercise due diligence when choosing these, as some proprietors may “stuff” their and other websites with fake positive reviews. A good strategy might be to not only check the most recent reviews but also the negative reviews for across-the-board consistencies (this applies to hotels as well). When making reservations for B&Bs, always see if accommodations include a private bath and what type of breakfast is included, particularly if you have food allergies. Let proprietors know if you’re bringing children or pets, and find out if they have animals themselves. Also, if it’s not already on their website, ask hotels for pet policies and rates.

Restaurants:

$—inexpensive, $10–$20

$$—moderate $20–$50

$$$—expensive, $50 and up






where to get more information

This book attempts to cover all bases and interests, but those looking for additional material can contact the following agencies through social media (Facebook, Instagram, etc.) or by email, phone, or (last resort!) snail mail. Many of the areas have chain hotels and restaurants, which are generally not included in the listings in each chapter. Along with a roundup of Ohio wineries and another of festivals and celebrations in the appendices, here are some additional resources:


general information

Ohio Department of Development, Division of Travel and Tourism

77 South High Street, P.O. Box 101

Columbus, OH 43216

(800) 282-5393

www.discoverohio.com




bed-and-breakfasts

Check online with the Ohio Tourism site: ohio.org/where-to-stay/bed-breakfast.

ohio state parks

Division of Parks and Recreation

2045 Morse Road, C-3

Columbus, OH 43229

(614) 265-6561

www.ohiodnr.com




historic sites

Ohio Historical Society

1982 Velma Avenue

Columbus, OH 43211

(614) 297-2300 or (800) 686-6124

www.ohiohistory.org

The information in this guide is subject to change. So please call, email, or Google ahead to obtain the most recent information. Happy travels!









north






day trip 01


north

the roller coast:

sandusky • cedar point

If you like going around in circles, the Sandusky–Cedar Point area is the place for you, what with all the merry-go-rounds and roller-coasters. Several of the few remaining hand-carved antique carousels in the United States can be found here, along with Cedar Point’s state-of-the-art, just unveiled Top Thrill 2, “the world’s TALLEST and FASTEST strata coaster” (their caps) which vertically launches you into three—count ’em, three—free falls, an argument for adult diapers if there ever was one. However, as of this writing it is closed for alleged fine-tuning, with hopes that it will reopen soon. Cedar Point keeps reinventing the wheel, offering new scream machines, other wild-to-mild rides, and entertainment galore. Why else would people keep gyrating back?


sandusky

Sandusky is about 110 miles from Columbus, a straight shot north from I-270 to US 23 to SR 98, which turns into SR 4 about halfway at Bucyrus. With its small-town charm, late 1800s limestone architecture, and easy accessibility, Sandusky is a great place to get your feet wet in the vast and varied tourist attraction that is Lake Erie.


where to go

The Merry-Go-Round Museum. 301 Jackson Street, (419) 626-6111; www.merrygoroundmuseum.org. Talk about life imitating art: The museum is housed in a former post office shaped like a horseshoe (carousel horses, get it?). There’s a real working 1936 merry-go-round inside, a colorful medley of animals and chariots from various manufacturers and eras. You’ll also find the tools, workbenches, and other implements of master artisan Gustav Dentzel, in addition to his partially chiseled steeds. Other acquisitions include works by well-known carousel crafters such as Daniel Muller, M. C. Illions, and Charles Loof; a primitive horse that was part of the first merry-go-round in the United States; and a stained-glass replica of one of the stamps. Hours vary according to season. Adults, $8; seniors, $7; children, $6.
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Maritime Museum of Sandusky. 125 Meigs Street, (419) 624-0274; www.sanduskymaritime.org. This nautical but nice collection boasts artifacts, photos, and maps, providing a rich sense of the area’s maritime history, including fishing and ice-harvesting activities. Displays include locally constructed vessels from different eras, and there’s even a boat-building class. The gift shop offers books, prints, and clothing relating to the Sandusky area. Open Fri–Sun, 10 am–4 pm. Adults, $8; seniors and children, $7.

Cooke-Dorn House Museum. 1415 Columbus Avenue, (419) 627-0640; www.oldhouseguild.org/cooke-dorn-house. This Greek Revival jewel boasts an ornate collection of glassware, porcelain, and antique furnishings from several eras and an elaborate garden with a working greenhouse. Built in 1843–44, it was moved to its present location in the 1870s and reconstructed, then completely redecorated in the early 1950s. Open Wed–Fri, 11 am–3 pm. Free.




where to eat

Thirsty Pony. 1935 Cleveland Road, (419) 626-6761; https://cedarcorner.com/eat/thirsty-pony. Located at Cedar Downs, Ohio’s only off-track betting parlor. Along with putting on the feedbag for appetizers, drinks, hand-packed hamburgers—including alfresco dining at the Drunken Donkey, an outdoor saddle bar—you can also play the ponies “live” by watching televised events at Churchill Downs, Gulf Stream, Santa Anita, Saratoga, and others. Horseplay never tasted so good. Open daily. $$–$$$.

DeMore’s Offshore Bar & Grill. 302 W. Perkins Avenue, (419) 626-8861. Home of the giant perch sandwich and featuring Lake Erie pickerel (aka walleye) and perch by the pound, this spot reinforces the tenet that it’s better to feast on fins than to be fish food. Casual dining on an outdoor patio also provides prime people-watching. Open daily at 11 am. $–$$.

Cameo Pizza. 702 W. Monroe Street, (419) 626-0187; www.cameopizza.com. Since 1936, this family-owned eatery has been serving up pizza with “Mama’s” secret sauce and dough made daily. Along with the obvious, they also serve wings, fried chicken and shrimp, salads, and sandwiches. A wide variety of sizes, crusts, and toppings are available. Open daily at 4 pm. $–$$.

Toft’s Ice Cream Parlor. 3717 Venice Road, (419) 627-2350; www.toftdairy.com. This family-owned operation has been in the area since 1900 and makes its own products. The ideal place for a cone or confection after a hard day of touring. Open daily; hours vary. $.




where to stay

Cottage Rose. 210 W. Adams Street, (419) 625-1285. There’s a modicum of privacy in this second-floor accommodation, which features two bedrooms, a bath, and a study. It’s a bargain, considering the prime location, and you can stay as little or as long as you’d like. The home is furnished with antiques, so parents with younger children might want to consider an alternative. $.

Wagner’s 1844 Inn. 230 E. Washington Street, (419) 626-1726; www.wagnersinnsandusky.com. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, this beautiful Italianate-style B&B is filled with antiques. Three spacious guest rooms have private baths, and you’re close to Lake Erie and Sandusky attractions. $$.

Big Oak. 2501 Campbell Street, (419) 627-0329; www.thebigoakbb.com. Furnished with family heirlooms, this Victorian farmhouse was built in 1879 and boasts several small gardens. The hosts, James and Jeanne Ryan, have also provided plenty of games and books, along with insider tips for visiting the area. Only one of the four bedrooms has a private bath. Breakfast brings Dutch babies, an egg puff served with strawberries. $–$$.






cedar point

Built in 1870, Cedar Point is the second-oldest amusement park in North America. Established before the Civil War in 1846, Lake Compounce in Bristol, Connecticut, beat it to the punch. However, with 68 rides, including 18 roller-coasters, a beach and water park, three kids’ areas, and more, Cedar Point packs quite a hook. A short hop from Sandusky, it’s impossible to miss—just follow the signs for Cedar Point Causeway. Other parks have mushroomed around Cedar Point as well.


where to go

Cedar Point Amusement Park. 1 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 627-2350; www.cedarpoint.com. With almost 110 attractions, there’s something for everyone, from weenies to daredevils and all gradations in between. Recently added sprints on the wild side include the temporarily closed 420-foot Top Thrill 2, an even scarier reincarnation of the immensely popular Top Thrill Dragster; the Valravn, a floorless opportunity for cardiac arrest that climbs 223 feet toward the edge of a 90-degree precipice, then dives straight down; and Steel Vengeance, offering two and a half minutes of sheer terror as it soars, twists, and inverts some 5,740 feet. There are also plenty of milder and/or kid-friendly attractions: The Cedar Point and Lake Erie Railroad, an authentic steam-powered journey through the park; Joe Cool’s Dodgem School, a vehicular spin-cycle experience; and a variety of Snoopy and Peanuts-adjacent offerings. (Pro tip: Consult the website before you go to best plan your trip.) Open daily May through the first weekend of September; weekends September through October. Admission varies upon the type of pass purchased.

Cedar Point Shores. 1 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 627-2350; www.cedarpoint.com/cedar-point-shores. Here you can get in touch with your inner tube. With pint-sized slides, geysers and fountains, and more at Lakeside Landing, a plethora of play areas and a beach-type situation with leveled-up cabanas, this 18-acre complex next to the Point is kid friendly. There are of course the requisite scary rides: Point Plummet, a twisty free fall that drops down into an enclosed tunnel, and the Wild Walleye, a rough ride through turns and helixes which provides stunning overviews before you (figuratively) swim with that particular fish, among others. Dry and/or cool off with adult beverages at Muffleheads, the 21-and-over swim-up bar; the entire family can enjoy restaurants and picnic shelters for land and food breaks. Open daily May through the first weekend of September. Admission varies upon the type of pass purchased.

Kalahari Resorts. 7000 Kalahari Drive, (877) 525-2427; www.kalahariresorts.com/ohio. With indoor and outdoor water parks and an outdoor safari adventure, it’s almost like visiting an African country, a small one anyway. But at 173,000 square feet, the indoor park claims to be the Midwest’s largest, serving up year-round fun such as a cheetah race, crocodile cove, and soothing spas and swim-up bar. The outdoor park offers more of the same, especially for the tween-aged set, while the safari option boasts a 50-foot free-fall jump tower, a zip-line adventure, an African animal encounter, and more. There is also a full-service hotel (water park included with stay), dining options, and other amusements such as game room, laser tag, and calming room, the latter of which might be especially welcome after the bungee jump. Indoor park open year-round Fri and Sat, 10 am–9 pm; Sun–Thurs, 10 am–8 pm; outdoor water park / safari adventure open Memorial Day to Labor Day, weather permitting. Admission varies upon the type of pass purchased.

Ghostly Manor. 3319 Milan Road, (419) 626-4467; www.ghostlymanor.com. Why wait until Halloween to get your fright on? This haunted mansion features state-of-the-art technology, with lots of gore, skeletons, and dead things grabbing at you from behind dark corners. And this is in addition to an escape room, laser maze, and VR gaming. Or you can kick it old school with an indoor roller-skating rink (disco ball included), mini-golf, and bounce houses. The haunted mansion is not recommended for children nine and under, so if you have kids that age who misbehave at Cedar Point, this might be an alternative to “time out,” as long as you’re willing to pay for therapy later on. Open daily at noon. Admission varies depending on type of pass purchased.




where to eat

Cedar Point offers dozens of food and dining options, everything from an Auntie Annie’s/Cinnabon mashup to adult beverages at the Trail Tavern. Foraging may be more difficult (and expensive) for healthy eaters, however. Unless otherwise noted, they are open regular park hours.

Bay Harbor. 1 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 625-6373; www.cedarpoint.com/dining/bay-harbor. A bit more upscale and also next to the waterfront, the Bay Harbor serves a wide variety of fresh seafood, fish specials, steaks, and chops. Although open year-round for dinner, it’s closed for lunch. No swimsuits, cutoffs, or tank tops allowed. $$$.

Coasters Diner. 1 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 627-2350; www.cedarpoint.com/dining/coasters-diner. Slow down and enjoy a blast from the past with this retro fave located on the midway. Along with such heart-clogging classics as a cheeseburger basket, malted milkshakes, and homemade pies, the 1950s style is further enhanced by colorful old cars, neon lights, and cool music and a checkered floor. $–$$.

Famous Dave’s Legendary Pit Bar-B-Que. 1 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 609-2054; www.cedarpoint.com/dining/famous-daves. Stop by the Cedar Point marina for award-winning St. Louis–style ribs and other BBQ delights. A variety of luncheon and dinner entrees ranging from deluxe salads to chicken and burgers to desserts are available, as are adult beverages. $$.

Tomo Hibachi. 1 Cedar Point Drive (located inside Hotel Breakers), (419) 609-5925; www.cedarpoint.com/dining/tomo-hibachi. Flying knives and flaming food may be (for some) the perfect accompaniment for a day filled with roller coasters and other not-so-cheap thrills. Select from chicken, steak, and fish, and the chef will prepare the food in front of you and may go so far as to squirt sake into your mouth, as long as you can show your ID. Sushi is also available for those preferring their protein in the raw. $$$.




where to stay

Cedar Stables Inn and Suites. 1935 Cleveland Road W, (419) 626-6761; cedarcorner.com/stay/the-stables. Part of the Cedar Corner Hotel and Entertainment complex, this boutique hotel is rustic yet comfortable with stone fireplaces, wood floors and beams, and steampunk touches like Edison bulbs and sliding barn doors. But not to worry: Wi-Fi, flat-screen, and fridge/microwave are also included. $$.

Great Wolf Lodge. 4600 Milan Road, (800) 641-9653; www.greatwolf.com/sandusky. In case you get really stuck for something to do—not likely if kids are involved—this hotel/indoor water park combo offers 271 luxury suites, a four-story atrium lobby, two restaurants, and planned kids’ activities to give Mom and Dad a respite. For the youngsters (and perhaps not-so), there are seven slides, five pools, two hot tubs, a 12-level tree fort, and about 100 arcade games. So it can be snowing outside—or worse—and everyone can have fun. $$$.

Cedar Point Resorts. Except for Castaway Bay which is year-round, the lodgings listed here operate seasonally. Unless otherwise noted, the physical address is 1 Cedar Point Drive; the phone number for reservations is (419) 627-2106. Call ahead for special weekend packages that can provide discounts.


	 Castaway Bay. 2001 Cleveland Road, www.castawaybay.com. Every day is Friday—yes, there’s a TGI Friday’s on site—and it’s a Caribbean-themed water park, too! A short drive from the main park, the 38,000-square-foot waterganza does it up Cedar Point style with a water-coaster, wave pool, slides, children’s areas, and a 6,000-square-foot game room in case you have any spare change left over. Many of the remodeled guest rooms include connecting rooms and suites with a private patio or balcony, and all have a refrigerator and microwave. $$$.

	 Hotel Breakers. www.cedarpoint.com/resorts/hotel-breakers. Those looking for the turn-of-the-20th-century leisurely ambience need search no further. The hotel, which is rapidly approaching its first 100 years of operation, also has amenities such as an indoor pool, a beach, and several restaurants. With 650 rooms, it’s the second-largest hotel in Ohio. A variety of accommodations are available, from single rooms in the main hotel to large suites with Jacuzzis in the recently added Breakers East and Tower. $$$.

	 Lighthouse Point. (419) 627-2350; www.cedarpoint.com/resorts/lighthouse-point. Voted one of the most beautiful campgrounds in the U.S. by Travel and Leisure, this venue features 156 cottages and cabin rentals Along with 145 RV campsites, all with amenities and some with lakefront views. Bonus: Along with swimming pool, convenience store, and planned activities, the campground is just steps from Cedar Point. $$.

	 Cedar Point Express Hotel. 1201 Cedar Point Drive, (419) 626-0830; www.cedarpoint.com/resorts/cedar-point-express-hotel. Although it’s geared for the budget-minded family, this nicely maintained property offers a game room, coin-operated washers and dryers, and an outdoor pool shaped like Snoopy. Pricewise, it’s also the best deal on the Cedar Point property. $$.



Sawmill Creek Resort. 400 Sawmill Creek Drive W, (419) 433-3800; www.sawmillcreekresort.com. Part of the Sawmill Creek Golf Club, this lodge/convention center offers a good walk unspoiled, with 200 acres of woodlands, the Sheldon Marsh Nature Preserve, a marina, and of course a “world-class course” (their description). $$.










day trip 02


north
lake erie islands:

port clinton • put-in-bay and middle bass island • kelleys island • pelee island • lakeside and marblehead

What’s up, dock? Plenty, particularly if you like fishing and boating. The Lake Erie island area is a sporting paradise, even during the cold months, when ice fishing happens. Thanks to high nutrient levels and warm temperatures, its shores teem with walleye, smallmouth bass, yellow perch, freshwater drum, crappie, white bass, and more. Don’t forget to purchase a fishing license (among other places, at the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, https://ohiodnr.gov/buy-and-apply/hunting-fishing-boating/fishing-resources/fishing-licenses), and be cognizant of the daily limits, which vary according to type of fish.

The area’s also chock full of bird brains: herons and egrets as well as migratory warblers to the tune of more than 300 species. Prime spots include Kelleys Island and South Bass Island. For information on “Wing Watches” and hotels accommodating birders, contact the Shores and Islands, www.shoresandislands.com.

There are also enough restaurants, shopping, and historical sites to keep even the most seasoned traveler occupied. You can party at the bustling town of Put-in-Bay and on Kelleys Island, or have fun with the whole family at parks, monuments, and museums. Once you arrive, getting around the islands is made easy by a variety of bike and golf-cart rental companies, which are usually located within walking distance of the ferry.
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getting there

First, however, you need to reach the island of your choice. Short of purchasing or renting a boat, ferries are the only option. Some depart directly from Sandusky, while others embark from Port Clinton (west) or Marblehead (east) just over the Bay Bridge, which splits off at Route 2. Most of the ferry services listed below operate seasonally and may not run as frequently during wintertime. Call ahead to check schedules, many of which are also available online. Ferries accepting autos and other vehicles are also noted. All charge a fee.

Goodtime I. 227 W. Shoreline Drive, Sandusky, (419) 625-9692; www.goodtimeboat.com. Daytime island-hopping cruise, specialty cruises, and private charters also available.

Jet Express. 3 N. Monroe Street, Port Clinton, (800) 245-1538; www.jet-express.com. Hydrojet catamarans provide transportation to Put-in-Bay and Kelleys Island.

Miller Boat Line. 5174 E. Water Street, Port Clinton, (800) 500-2421; www.millerferry.com. Auto/passenger trips to Put-in-Bay and Middle Bass Island.

Kelleys Island Ferry. 510 W. Main Street, Lakeside Marblehead, (419) 798-9763; www.kelleysislandferry.com. Offers the only daily auto/passenger ferry service to Kelleys Island from Marblehead.




port clinton

A key link in the Lake Erie chain, mainland-bound Port Clinton serves as a base for many excursions. The town has its own unique charm, however. The top of a restored lighthouse sits in the marina, and a picturesque stretch of sandy shore located along the main drag is a popular beach. The downtown area is also undergoing revitalization, so you might be able to get a cappuccino and bagel while waiting for the ferry.

To get to Port Clinton from Columbus, head north on US 23 to SR 98, which turns into SR 4 at Bucyrus, then head west on SR 2.


where to go

African Safari Wildlife Park. 267 Lightner Road, (800) 521-2660; www.africansafariwildlifepark.com. Want to start your seafaring adventures on land? Here you can view giraffes, zebras, and other exotic animals from your car; ride on a camel; and even watch a pig race and other shows featuring critters. Open daily at 10 am, April through October. General admission: $32.95; may be discounted for military, seniors, and children.

Shore-Nuf Charters. Drawbridge Marina, 247 Lakeshore Drive, (419) 734-9999; www.shore-nuf.com. Flexible offerings allow for “head boat bookings” (individuals who want to fish on a boat are charged by the head) as well as charter groups of 12 or more. Schedules vary, but most activities take place April through October. Reservations are highly recommended. Fees vary depending on options selected.

Fisherman’s Wharf. 83 N. Madison Street, (419) 734-9002; www.wecatchfish.com. This family-owned-and-operated business not only has a bait and tackle store for all the necessary supplies but also offers several different kinds of boats for larger groups and smaller expeditions. Call for schedules and times, which vary according to season. A fee is charged.

Fast Eddie’s Sports Park. 280 SE Catawba Road (Rte. 53N), (419) 732-2020; www.fasteddiescatawba.com. Choose from 18 holes of miniature golf, a go-kart race course, a bumper-boat lagoon complete with water pistols, sifting for gemstones and fossils, and more. Ideal for those with short attention spans. Open daily; hours vary depending on the season. Fees vary depending on options selected.

Watering Hole Safari & Water Park. 1530 S. Danbury Road, (419) 732-6671; www.wateringholeatmonsoon.com. It’s Port Clinton’s answer to Soak City, with over 300,000 square feet of water, water everywhere. Choose from six waterslides, including the three-story-tall Typhoon Rush Slide Tower. The Adventure Island Tree House boasts 105 water play stations on 17 different levels. Those over age 21 can soak their cares away in an adult pool with a swim-up bar, and all can experience animals up close via a ride-thru safari and walk-thru zoo. Open May–Sept, daily at 10 am. Tickets start at $42 and increase depending on options selected.




where to eat

Dock’s Beach House. 252 W. Lakeshore Drive, (419) 732-6609; www.docksbeachhouse.com. Chow down on fresh-caught Lake Erie perch or walleye, overlooking the shores of the origin of your meal. Along with a solid seafood/fish selection, there’s a large appetizer list, tacos, and a wide assortment of chicken and beef, plus a menu geared especially for kids. Open daily. $$–$$$.

Ciao Bella. 3880 Harbor Light Landing Drive, (419) 734-2426; www.ciaobellaohio.com. Enjoy Italian entrees (including pizza) and happy hour and other specials either indoors or outside by the water. There’s a fireplace for the colder months, so it’s warm and welcoming no matter what the season. Open daily for lunch and dinner. $$.

The Que. 3975 E. Harbor Road, (419) 797-2211; www.thequeohio.com. Along with sandwiches, “low and slow” cooked smokehouse meats, salads, and sides, the massive libation offerings include an encyclopedic beer, bourbon, whiskey, and rye list as well as specialty cocktails such as the Elvis that includes (but of course) banana and peanut butter powder. All can be enjoyed on the outdoor patio with lovely harbor views. Open Tues–Sun; hours vary. $$.




where to stay

Island House Inn. 102 Madison Street, (419) 734-0100; www.islandhousehotel.net. Designed to be the most elegant “gentleman’s hotel” in Lake Erie, this circa-1886 structure has been completely renovated with upscale touches such as plush beds and flat-screen TVs. Rooms come with mini-fridges, in-room coffee, room service, and more. Room sizes vary from double to king suite. End of September through mid-May, $–$$; mid-May through mid-September, $$–$$$.

Our Guest Inn & Suites. 220 E. Perry Street, (419) 734-7111; www.ourguestinnandsuites.com. This unique setup offers a smorgasbord of accommodations, including standard issue with queens or doubles, Jacuzzi suites with fireplaces, and even Victorian homes with vintage-era furnishings. There’s a heated outdoor pool, restaurant, and, in some spaces, full kitchens. Many rooms have microwaves and refrigerators. Special packages, such as bird-watchers, African safari, and romantic getaways, are also available. $$–$$$.






put-in-bay and middle bass island

Put-in-Bay, on South Bass Island, started out as a sheep ranch in the 1850s. Along with several other Lake Erie islands, it became a center for grape growing and wine making and, by the turn of that century, a popular visitor destination. It was also the site of a key battle during the War of 1812, where U.S. troops were led by Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry. Today Put-in-Bay is party central, with plenty of bars and other adventures to choose from. In contrast, Middle Bass Island offers a tranquil atmosphere and rugged, natural landscape, a get-away-from-it-all setting with Middle Bass Island State Park as the crown jewel.


where to go

Perry’s Victory and International Peace Memorial. 93 Delaware Avenue, (419) 285-2184; https://nps.gov/pevi. If he who dies with the tallest monument wins, then Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry comes in third in the United States, thanks to his victory over the Brits in 1813. In order to get to the top of this 352-foot-high structure, you need to climb 37 steps on a winding circular stairway to an elevator. But the view is worth the effort, especially on a clear day. A newly constructed visitors’ center offers interactive displays, memorabilia, a video theater, and live webcam shots of the monument, among other things. Hours vary according to season. Sixteen and older are $10; children 15 and younger are free.

Kimberly’s Carousel. 160 Delaware Avenue, (419) 285-2212. A must for the young, no matter what age. With band organ music and a red-and-white-striped top, this Allen Herschell machine is one of the last operating carousels in the United States with all-wooden horses. It’s also decorated with various scenes from around the area. Open seasonally. Rides cost $1.50, a deal in today’s inflationary times.

Lake Erie Island Historical Society. 443 Catawba Avenue, (419) 285-2804; www.leihs.org. Founded in 1985 by folks interested in preserving their heritage, this 6,000-square-foot center not only offers a wide variety of exhibits but provides several educational programs. Displays cover ice sailing and fishing, wineries and vineyards, ships, lighthouse lenses, ferryboat history, and more. Models, postcards, photographs, and original documents help bring the past to life. Hours vary; call ahead during the off-season. Free, but donations are welcome.

Perry’s Cave and Family Fun Center. 979 Catawba Avenue, (419) 285-2405; www.perryscave.com. This attraction has something for everyone. Discovered in 1813 by Commodore Perry, it’s historically significant: His men drank from the underground lake to help cure their ills. Geologically, it’s 52 feet below the surface and remains a steady 50 degrees, no matter what it’s like outside. Walls, ceiling, and floor are heavily encrusted with calcium carbonate, the result of centuries of drippage, a sort of eternal Chinese water torture. As an added bonus, you can sift for real gems! Finds may include rose quartz, topaz, moonstone, ruby, and more. Open daily 10 am–6 pm during the summer. Tickets for adults start at $30; ages 6–11, $16.

Island Tour Train. 2071 Langram Road, (419) 285-4855; www.put-in-bay-trans.com. This one-hour narrated tour of Put-in-Bay hits the high spots—Perry’s Cave Family Fun Center, Heineman Winery and Crystal Cave, Perry’s Victory and International Peace Memorial, the Lake Erie Island Nature & Wildlife Center, and Doller Museum and Put-in-Bay Winery. You can get off and on at the various attractions and explore them at leisure. Once that’s out of the way, it’s on to the bars. Open May until the end of the season. Prices and hours vary depending on options selected.

Middle Bass State Park. 1719 Fox Road, (419) 285-0311; https://ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/middle-bass-island-state-park. In the 1850s, the Lake Erie islands were used for grape production, giving them their nickname, “wine islands.” The Lonz Winery on Middle Bass Island has been a familiar landmark since the early 20th century. After the winery closed in 2000, the state purchased the complex and transformed it into one of Ohio’s newest state parks. Undeveloped natural areas feature wetlands, woodlands, glacial grooves, and Lake Erie shoreline as well as the historic Lonz Winery with some exhibits and old-time winemaking equipment and a full-service marina with Harbormaster. Seasonal hours may vary, but during the season open at 8 am. Free.




where to eat


Put-in-Bay

The Round House Bar. 228 Delaware Avenue, (419) 285-2323; www.theroundhousebar.com. The history of this restaurant, established in 1873, is as circuitous as its design. Some claim it was built in Toledo, while others insist it was constructed on the island. In the 1940s the circular bar was cut in half so the owner / piano player could play facing a full audience. The rollicking ambience is accentuated by red decor and murals painted by a late local artist known as Canoe Bob. Open daily noon–midnight, although seasonal hours may vary. $$.

The Boathouse Bar and Grill. 218 Hartford Avenue, (419) 285-5665; www.theboathousebarandgrill.com. This bar and grill offers outdoor seating, a view of the park and downtown, and a menu that is sandwich and local-catch intensive. Six original vessels are also hanging around at various points on the ceiling and above the bar, with the latter being a relatively rare “ironclad,” which was used by the current owner’s grandfather. Open daily 11 am–1 pm, although seasonal hours may vary. $$.

Chocolate Café & Museum. 820 Catawba Avenue, (419) 285-2268. It’s a museum! It’s a sugar rush! (Well, mostly the latter.) Indulge yourself while pretending to learn about history; the history of chocolate making, that is. Sample and/or purchase a wide variety of chocolates, along with some 32 flavors of Toft’s ice cream as well as pastries and cakes galore. Signature coffees pair perfectly with the chocolates and/or a hot chocolate menu that offers everything from a spicy Mexican to a rich dark version. Open 9–5 seven days a week, although hours may differ during off-season. $.

Beer Barrel Saloon. 1618 Delaware Avenue, (419) 285-7281; www.beerbarrelpib.com. Take advantage of the free show at the world’s longest bar, which has 56 beer taps and a seating capacity of 1,200. Be aware, however, that once you shoulder your way inside, you may encounter women who arbitrarily pull up their shirts and bare their breasts. Hey, maybe that’s why it’s always so jam-packed! Open daily, noon–11 p.m. Hours may vary during off-season. $–$$.

The Boardwalk. Bayview and Catawba Avenues, www.boardwalkfamilyofrestaurants.com. Depending on what you’re in the mood for, this mob of eateries (and one Dairy Isle) has something for every taste and pocketbook. Choose from the Boardwalk, with its upper and main decks and four differently themed bars, rowdy-forward Irish sports venue Hooligans, casual Keys, and others. Specials, happy hours, and entertainment abound. Hours vary. $$–$$$.




Middle Bass Island

J. F. Walleye’s Eatery and Brewery. 1810 Fox Road, (419) 285-2739; www.jfwalleyes.net. The snazzy-looking interior includes cathedral ceilings and light wood decor, as well as an extended menu covering salads, sandwiches, pizzas, wings, and all manner of one-of-a-kind bar food offerings. Enjoy a pretzel charcuterie, funnel fries, and pickle chicken pizza accompanied by live music and other entertainment. Open Wed–Mon; hours vary. $$.

St. Hazards. 1223 Fox Road, (419) 285-6121; www.hazardsfun.com. When worlds collide, the result can be extremely eclectic. Along with bamboo walls, outside torches, and a tiki bar, this eatery has oak doors and wooden furnishings from Cleveland’s old Municipal football stadium. Hours vary. $$.

Island Grind / Press House at Lonz Winery. 1719 Fox Road, (440) 479-6615; https://islandgrind.presshousembi.com. Although no longer a working winery, this is the home to the Press House, a concession with refreshments and live entertainment in season, and the Island Grind which serves up coffee, breakfast and deli sandwiches, salads, and more. Hours vary depending on the season. $–$$.






where to stay


Put-in-Bay

Perry Holiday Hotel. 99 Concord Avenue, (419) 285-2107; www.perryholidayhotel.com. With restaurants, tennis courts, public docks, a nine-hole golf course, and more, this 50-unit hotel will round out any getaway. Plus you can walk to just about every attraction, restaurant, and shop on the island. $$–$$$.

Park Hotel. 234 Delaware Avenue, (419) 285-3581; www.parkhotelpib.com. The good news: The rooms in this restored Victorian hotel have been individually decorated and air-conditioned, and there’s a large front porch where you can sit and watch all the activity downtown. The not-so-good news: There are no TVs in the rooms, nor are there restrooms—instead, recently upgraded restrooms provide individual private facilities on each floor. $$–$$$.

Islander Inn. 225 Erie Street, (419) 285-7829; https://islanderinnpib.com. This hotel caters to all ages and stages of life. Its H2O diversions include a kids’ pool with a slide, a swim-up bar, a waterfall, and a “lazy river.” Room amenities include a flat-screen TV, hair dryer, and mini-fridge, as well as complimentary coffee/tea in the lobby. $$.

Bayshore Resort. 328 Toledo Avenue, (419) 464-7861; www.bayshoreresortpib.com. The only lakefront hotel at Put-in-Bay, this accommodation covers almost three acres and includes several restaurant and recreational choices. All rooms have water views, and there are two heated swimming pools, a poolside tiki bar, and a 30-person Jacuzzi spa (talk about getting up close and personal with strangers!). Plus, it’s a short walk to Put-in-Bay and all its attendant delights/revelries. $$–$$$.




Middle Bass Island

St. Hazards on the Beach. 1223 Fox Road, (419) 285-6121; www.sthazards.com. Those searching for the Caribbean need look no further. With a fountain of dyed blue-green water, artificial palm trees, a pool, and a restaurant, this is about as close as you can get to Jimmy Buffettland without jumping aboard an island-hopper. Villas, cabins, and campsites are available; one-bedroom chateaus accommodate up to six people. You must furnish your own linens and towels; cabins lack a private bath. Villas, $$–$$$; chateaus, $$–$$$; cabins, $–$$; campsites, $.

Middle Bass State Park Campground. 1719 Fox Road, (419) 285-0311; https://ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/middle-bass-island-state-park-campground. Available May 1–October 15, this park offers overnight boat slips and primitive camping. The truly adventuresome can choose from 10 non-electric primitive campsites, whose only amenities are a fire ring and a picnic table, and latrine is available (bonus: no potable water). Showers and flush toilets are available at the harbormaster building. $.








kelleys island

Kelleys Island (KI) lurks somewhere between wild ’n’ crazy Put-in-Bay and slo-mo Middle Bass. The largest of the Lake Erie islands is dominated by natural areas, with rocky shorelines, beaches—which may or may not be pristine, depending on the time of year and who is inhabiting them—forests, vineyards, and historical homes. The pace of life is unhurried, and at times golf carts and bicycles outnumber cars. Shopping is low-key too, heavy on the tchotchkes and other assorted knickknacks, and restaurants/nightlife consist of mostly casual places, some with karaoke. Time to unplug and put away the laptops, cell phones, and tablets!


where to go

Glacial Grooves. North side of the island, 739 Division Street, near Kelley Island Campground, (419) 797-4530; www.kelleysislandchamber.com/directory/places/glacial-grooves. Fans of erosion might enjoy this National Natural Landmark. One of the largest and most easily accessible geological phenomena of its type, this limestone bedrock was formed about 18,000 years ago by passing ice, resulting in a 400-foot-long, 35-foot-wide, and, in places, 10-foot-deep incision in the earth. The limestone contains marine fossils between 350 and 400 million years old. Open year-round, daylight hours. Free.

Inscription Rock State Memorial. South shore of the island, by East Lakeshore Drive, (419) 797-4530; www.kelleysislandchamber.com/directory/places/inscription-rock. Looking for more excitement? This flat-topped limestone rock has faint pictographs of men, birds, and animals. Archaeologists believe they were inscribed by Erie Indians between 400 and 800 years ago. Eroded by the elements, the rock is now protected by a roof and has a viewing platform. Open year-round, daylight hours. Free.




where to shop

The Village Peddler. Kelleys Island Town Hall, 130 Division Street, (419) 746-2377; www.villagepeddlerkioh.com. Lovers of kitsch (and others) can find all manner of clothing, gifts, and Kelleys Island decor here, plus antiques and a bonus flea market from March to December. Open daily during season; otherwise hours may vary.

Missy Magoo’s Candy and Gift Shop. 108 SR 575, (419) 746-9416. Along with renting the often-necessary golf carts and bikes, Missy Magoo purveys candy, gifts, and the inevitable souvenirs. Open daily during season; otherwise hours may vary.

Megs Makeshop. 115-GJ Division Street, (419) 504-1562; www.megsmakeshop.com. While KI is admittedly gift-shop intensive, this place provides a bit of something different: handmade candles, wax melts, and bath salts. Upon request, they also may offer classes and events in crafting the same. Open daily during season; otherwise hours may vary.




where to eat

The Village Pump. 103 Lakeshore Drive, (419) 746-2281. A favorite with both locals and “summer people,” this watering hole offers hand-dipped onion rings, perch by the pound, and other specialties. Brandy Alexanders and mudslides made with ice cream are a favorite of the over-21 set. Hours vary depending on the season. $$.

Bag the Moon. 109 Lakeshore Drive, (419) 746-2365. Along with daily specials, popular offerings include ribs, steak, and perch. Thanks to live entertainment and sing-alongs, the whole family can party, although only those of legal age can partake of their signature strawberry shots. Hours vary depending on the season. $$.

The Kelleys Island Brewery. 504 Lakeshore Drive, (419) 746-2314; www.kelleysislandbrewpub.com. Located dockside, it’s grub with a view, including handcrafted beer; full breakfast, lunch, and dinner menus; and friendly people, not to mention great ice cream. Hours vary depending on the season. $–$$.

The Casino Restaurant & Marina. 104 Division Street, (419) 746-2773; www.kelleysislandcasino.com. Take a gamble and dock here, by boat, foot, or other vehicle. There’s a full menu, indoor/outdoor dining with great sunset views, and the “Casino Royale” cocktail, James Bond not included. The place really comes alive after sunset, with a hopping bar scene. Let the games begin! Hours vary depending on the season. $–$$.




where to stay

Kelleys Island State Park. North side of the island, 920 Division Street, (419) 746-2546; https://ohiodnr.gov/go-and-do/plan-a-visit/find-a-property/kelleys-island-state-park. Along with a sandy beach and prime fishing and bird-watching, this park has about 150 campsites, although only a few provide electric hookups. Shower- and bathhouses are located throughout. It’s first come, first served and fills up quickly during weekends and peak season. $.
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