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introduction



Sometimes, all you want is to bake on the beach under a UV-blocking umbrella. But if a day or two of lounging leaves you wondering, “Now what?” maybe you’re craving something more: a vacation that replaces the worry-worn spaces in your soul with possibilities. And one that you can afford at the same time.

This book is divided into four chapters, with vacations that delve into the American mindscape, explore nature, craft new skills, and stretch horizons—both physical and those in our psyches.

What they won’t stretch is your budget. Though what qualifies as “affordable” varies, the 100 vacations here are wallet friendly. Some are downright budget savvy; others combine worthy splurges—tours, meals, train rides, and more that offer a bang worthy of the extra expense—with otherwise cost-effective trips. The splurges are highlighted throughout the book.

All of these vacation ideas recognize that soul-satisfying vacations—like the rest of our lives—often involve trade-offs. Plan ahead to visit during a city’s off-season “restaurant week,” and you might get a meal by a famous-name chef for half the regular price. Opt for a campsite instead of that cozy bed-and-breakfast, and you’ll feel better about splurging on a ride aboard a historic narrow-gauge train.

If you’re like us, you’ll recognize that the most cherished memories rarely revolve around a grand hotel or pricey gourmet meal. Renewal and wonder are priceless.

So put your iPhone in rest mode and leave the laptop behind. Better yet, head to a remote retreat where wireless doesn’t work. You’ll be amazed at how well the world survives without you—and you without it—at least for a few days.

—Jane Wooldridge and Larry Bleiberg
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[CHAPTER 1]

americana



We all have friends who have traveled to the farthest reaches of the globe. They’ve worn out passports finding their way to the temples of Asia, the majestic castles of Europe, and the incredible diversity of Africa. But ask them about America and they draw a blank. “I’ll get to that sometime,” the blasé will say. Others, a little shamed, will acknowledge the gap in their travels.

The delightful thing about seeing America is that you’re already here. There’s no need for visas and intercontinental flights; just point your car to the highway and go. The exotic is right in front of you.

A road trip is the best way to get to know your country—and yourself. And a trip anywhere in the United States will do just fine. For example, a visit to a state fair will tell you as much about human nature as any piece of literature; and Kansas City barbecue and Kentucky bourbon are as much delicacies as Russian caviar and French champagne.

The trips and experiences in this chapter will make you see America with new eyes. You’ll see that we have traditions, arts, and history as rich as any country. These vacations let you relive our founding revolution, marvel at the genius of Thomas Jefferson, mourn the tragedies of our Civil War, and see the horrific machinery we were prepared to deploy during the Cold War.

Other trips will introduce you to the heroes of the civil rights movement, make clear that cowboys didn’t die out with John Wayne, and showcase sites and museums certain to give you a new appreciation for the nation’s capital.

You’ll discover corners of our country where nothing seems to have changed for decades—places where you can indulge in folk art, absorb natural scenery, and, most important perhaps, have an unforgettable piece of pie. This is a celebration of all that our nation has to offer, and all that should be celebrated.





 relive the american revolution

CONCORD & LEXINGTON, MASSACHUSETTS

Here once the embattled farmers stood,
 And fired the shot heard round the world.


—POET RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “CONCORD HYMN” (1836)

 

1 | April 19 is a pivotal day in American history. And although we can’t go back in time to watch the Battles of Lexington and Concord, there’s another option: Witnessing the springtime reenactment of the battles, when hundreds of dedicated Revolutionary War buffs depict the historic confrontations for thousands of fascinated spectators. There are parades, battlefield encampments, and living history demonstrations open to the public. It’s enough to make you don a tricorne hat and whistle Yankee Doodle.

“This whole notion about the willingness to stand up and fight for liberty, it comes from here,” says Lou Sideris of Minute Man National Historical Park in Concord, Massachusetts. “People really come here and say ‘now I know what it means to be an American.’”

The cities of Lexington and Concord work together with Minute Man National Historical Park to re-create these momentous events every Patriots’ Day weekend, a Massachusetts state holiday held on the third Monday in April. The major presentations begin on Saturday; by the time the last shot is fired on Monday, visitors will have a new appreciation—and understanding—of the events that launched our nation. Just as the Colonials were volunteer citizen-soldiers, so are the reenactors, who spend thousands of dollars on uniforms and who undergo rigorous training to properly re-create the historic battles.

Here’s a quick history primer: The British, tired of rebellious colonists who wouldn’t pay their requisite taxes, planned to disarm them. The colonists resented the taxation and wanted freedom from British occupation. The two forces met at dawn on Lexington Green, and shots were fired. The Colonials pulled back; they regrouped a few hours later at North Bridge in Concord. It’s uncertain which side then fired first, but in his “Concord Hymn,” Ralph Waldo Emerson describes the first shot as the “shot heard round the world.” The British soldiers marched 18 miles back to Boston, facing fire all the way. By the end of the day, 73 British and 49 Colonials were killed in action.

The schedule of weekend events can be overwhelming, and—because they are scheduled out of historic sequence—a little confusing. With literally thousands of spectators descending upon the battle sites for reenactments every year, you will need a plan to make the most of your experience. Here are the key events to catch:


[image: image]  Commemoration of the North Bridge Fight. Saturday, 8:30 a.m. The action starts with this battle in Concord. Historically the battle lasted perhaps three minutes, though you can expect it to continue a little longer now. After that, you can visit reenactors encamped in nearby Minute Man National Historical Park, where there will be drill and musket exhibitions, 18th-century artillery demonstrations, and crafts.

[image: image]  Bloody Angle Battle Demonstration. Saturday, around 1 p.m. Unlike at the other Battles of Concord and Lexington reenactment sites, which are relatively compact, the action near the Hartwell Tavern historical area of Minute Man National Historical Park is a running firefight taking place over a half mile, which gives the spectating crowd plenty of room to spread out. In addition, this portion of the park has been restored so spectators see a battle surrounded by trees, not modern-day buildings and traffic. “With the militias moving through the field and jumping over stone walls, it really feels like the original Patriots’ Day,” Sideris says.

[image: image]  Initial confrontation on Lexington Green. Monday, 5:30 a.m. This reenactment details the initial confrontation on Lexington Green, and despite the early hour, literally thousands of spectators will be on hand, many spending the night. John Ott, the former director of the National Heritage Museum in Lexington, says the sight is unforgettable. “When you see this red mass of troops coming down the road, you hear the drums, and it’s amazing. You still get choked up.” After the battle, the crowds head to pancake breakfasts at several nearby churches.



Those are just the major presentations. You can also see a Paul Revere reenactor rushing to the Hancock-Clarke House in Lexington warning about the soon-to-arrive British at eleven o’clock Sunday night, or catch parades in Lexington and Concord on Monday.

If you can’t make it on Patriots’ Day, there are other ways to experience the events. Some locals prefer catching the dress rehearsal of the Lexington Green reenactment, held a week or two before the actual event. The crowd’s much thinner and it’s scheduled for the afternoon, eliminating the need for a predawn wake-up call. In early March, there’s also a reenactment of the Boston Massacre—a 1770 event that led to the Revolution. You’ll find the full schedule at www.battleroad.org.
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CONFRONTATION AT GETTYSBURG

Less than 90 years after the Battles of Lexington and Concord, another revolution shook America. During the U.S. Civil War, the country nearly tore itself apart. The turning point came near an obscure Pennsylvania town. And after the Battle of Gettysburg, the Confederates’ invasion of the North came to an end, as would their rebellion two years later.

During the first week of July, thousands of reenactors and tens of thousands of spectators again invade Gettysburg for a three-day reenactment. Unlike the events near Boston, these battles aren’t held on the actual site of the confrontation. Instead, they’re staged a few miles away on a farm field; plus admission is charged, about $25 a day with discounts for multiday tickets, www.gettysburgreenactment.com. The events are even more spectacular and heavily attended on the five-year anniversaries of the 1863 battle. Spectators watch the battles from bleachers or many bring lawn chairs. Often visitors come for the morning and head back to their motel to swim returning later to catch an afternoon battle. The biggest crowd arrives on the last day to see Pickett’s Charge, which some historians say marked the end of the Rebel cause. The desperate infantry attack resulted in more than 2,600 Confederate casualties. Watching it today, one can see the carnage and sense the desperation the men must have felt that afternoon.

Even if you can’t make the reenactment, visitors can see soldiers most weekends during the summer at no cost. The Gettysburg National Military Park (717-334-1124, www.nps.gov/gett) hosts visiting “companies,” who hold living history demonstrations and are eager to answer questions, which are usually about camp food and battlefield medicine. You’ll also find reenactors most weekends camped in front of the American Civil War Museum (297 Steinwehr Ave., 717-334-6245, www.gettysburgmuseum.com, $5.50) in the town of Gettysburg. Although the museum charges admission, there’s no cost to visit with the soldiers.

Lodging fills up during reenactment weekend, with hotels running from $100–$150 a night. Check with the Gettysburg Convention & Visitors Bureau (8 Lincoln Sq., 866-486-5735, www.gettysburg.travel) for availability, or look in nearby towns, like York, Chambersburg, and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and Frederick, Maryland, all within a 45-minute drive. In Gettysburg, most everyone tries General Pickett’s Buffets (571 Steinwehr Ave., 717-334-7580), where you dine to Civil War–era music and eat your fill of soup, salad, meatloaf or Virginia ham, and dessert for $10–$12.




Lodging can be tricky for this popular event. There are a couple chain motels in Concord. Or look to similar lodging in neighboring towns like Bedford. Both Lexington and Concord have a variety of eateries. In Concord, pick up sandwiches or a picnic at Concord Cheese Shop (29 Walden St., 978-369-5778), which dates from 1860. In Lexington, Via Lago (1845 Massachusetts Ave., 781-861-6174) offers breakfast and lunch specials like veggie quesadillas ($4.99). [$PLURGE: For a little splurge, try the famous chicken-pot pie ($13.95) for lunch at Concord’s Colonial Inn (48 Monument Sq., 978-369-9200), a historic spot in its own right. It housed some of the Colonials’ munitions during the 1775 battles.]


HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Concord Chamber of Commerce, 15 Walden St., Ste. 7, Concord, MA 01742, 978-369-3120, www.concordchamberofcommerce.org.

Lexington Chamber of Commerce, 1875 Massachusetts Ave., Lexington, MA 02420, 781-862-2480, www.lexingtonchamber.org.

Minute Man National Historical Park, 174 Liberty St., Concord, MA 01742, 978-369-6993, www.nps.gov/mima.





 be corny

MITCHELL, SOUTH DAKOTA

The Indian Corn, or Maiz, proves the most useful Grain in the World.


—JOHN LAWSON, 17TH-CENTURY BRITISH EXPLORER

 

2 | South Dakota knows a thing or two about eye-catching monuments, and though the massive presidential sculpture of Mount Rushmore on the state’s western edge is far more famous, the Corn Palace in the small prairie town of Mitchell, 65 miles west of Sioux Falls, is a wonder in its own right.

First created in 1892 as a monumental advertisement for the area’s agricultural bounty, the Corn Palace was moved to its current site in 1921. This structure isn’t a sedate midwestern show hall—it’s a fantasy of Moorish architecture topped with minarets and kiosks. But the real attention grabber? The massive murals that depict American history and achievement, made of 275,000 ears of locally grown corn, plus grains and grasses.

A new theme is chosen each year. Giant tar-paper drawings of the new murals are affixed to the palace in late summer; a crew of about 20 works into the fall to nail the corn in place as the new crop becomes available.

Though sometimes bashed as the “world’s largest bird feeder,” the Corn Palace and the festival that surrounds it evoke fond memories from many who have seen it.

“I first visited the Corn Palace sometime in the ’60s as a youngster with my parents,” posted Buck Jones (aka “Sandhills Guru”) on a city-data.com forum devoted to the Corn Palace. “I would venture to say that we still visit it yearly…Our kids even as adults like to go with us.”

Free tours of the 39,000-square-foot Corn Palace are offered throughout the day from Memorial Day to Labor Day. But the palace is at its liveliest each August during its four-day namesake festival, when the grounds are transformed into a midway, rollicking musicians take to the stage, and the toasty smell of roasting corn fills the South Dakota air. Some 40,000 visitors fill the blocks around the palace, eating corndogs and fried Twinkies and barbecue, and catching concerts by name entertainers that, over the decades, have ranged from John Philip Sousa to Willie Nelson and Rick Springfield.

[image: image]

The Corn Palace Festival is part of Mitchell’s business week, which includes an agriculture fair called Dakotafest and the Miller Lite Bull Bash riding competition. The Corn Palace Stampede Rodeo takes place in July, a month before the Corn Palace Festival and Bull Bash.




AN ORIGINAL AMERICAN FOOD

Corn is one of our continent’s true local foodstuffs, first cultivated by peoples living in what is now central Mexico some 7,000 years ago. Today it’s grown throughout the world, but Americans still think of it as an icon of the American landscape.

Celebrate it with a few hours at a corn maze. Dashing through the stalks is great fun, and many mazes have outdoor tables for bring-your-own picnics.

Most open in mid-to late summer (after the corn is tall enough) and stay open into the fall. Naturally, most are in rural settings. Each maze is individually owned, so activities and prices vary, though you can expect to pay around $10 per adult and half that for children under 12.

At the Sauchuk Farm (Rte. 58, 781-585-1522), near Plympton, Massachusetts, kids can get their faces painted and ride through the maze on a child-size train. At Guffey Acres (1603 N. 400 W, 765-864-0006) in Kokomo, Indiana, small children can romp through a hay-bale maze while bigger kids and adults traverse a convoluted, full-size labyrinth. In Washington State, Stocker Farms (8705 Marsh Rd., Snohomish, 360-568-7391) invites locals to design its wacky maze; come Halloween, the corn zone becomes a creepy Field of Screams.




Whether you visit during the festival, the Stampede, or at another time of year, you’ll want to check out the Corn Palace memorabilia, local historical exhibits, and a domed mural by WPA artist Oscar Howe. All are on display at the nearby Carnegie Resource Center (119 W. 3rd Ave., 605-996-3209, www.mitchellcarnegie.org, closed a.m. & Sun.), founded as a library in the early 1900s with a donation from steel magnate Andrew Carnegie.

If you’re interested in pioneer and Native American life, check out the Dakota Discovery Museum (1300 McGovern Ave., 605-996-2122, www.dakotadiscovery.com, $5), a kid-friendly interactive center. For American political history buffs and fans of Senator (and onetime presidential candidate) George McGovern, the George McGovern Legacy Museum (1200 W. University Ave., 605-995-2935, www.mcgoverncenter.com, closed Sat.–Sun.) at Dakota Wesleyan University recalls his accomplishments.

This is true farm country. Lodging includes campsites, chain motels, hunting lodges (pheasant hunting and bass fishing are big), and working farms like der Rumbolz Platz B&B (40732 266th St., 605-227-4385) in nearby Ethan, where a double room costs $70. At Flavia’s Place (605-995-1562, www.kentoncompany.com), a bed-and-breakfast in Mitchell, rooms start at $60.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Corn Palace, 604 N. Main St., Mitchell, SD 57301, 605-995-8427, www.cornpalace.com.

Mitchell Convention & Visitors Bureau, 601 N. Main St., Mitchell, SD 57301, 866-273-2676, www.visitmitchell.com.





 immerse in desert architecture

GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK, ARIZONA

People should be looking at the Grand Canyon, but they turn around, and—I’ve seen it—they literally touch the stonework.

They actually physically interact with a piece of architecture.


—FILM DIRECTOR KAREN BARTLETT, MARY JANE COLTER: HOUSE MADE OF DAWN (1997)

 

3 | The majesty of the Grand Canyon will overwhelm even the most worldly traveler, but the canyon is not the national park’s only attraction. Architect Mary Colter’s buildings, constructed a century ago for tourists arriving by railroad, look like rustic landmarks and restored Indian ruins. “Mary Colter’s work doesn’t stand out from the landscape, it’s part of the landscape,” says park ranger Maggi Daly. She often encounters visitors on Colter quests, who are seeking out her every work.

Long before women could vote, Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter created these buildings, pioneering what has become known as “parkitecture,” the rustic design now common throughout the National Park System. The former St. Paul, Minnesota, teacher was drawn to the region by her love of Native American culture. She designed themed hotels and gift shops for the Fred Harvey Company, which served tourists across the West.

Searching for Colter’s eight Grand Canyon park buildings makes for a fascinating vacation. All but one can be seen in a day, as most are clustered along the park’s South Rim.

Start with the 70-foot Desert View Watchtower at the east park entrance (park admission $25 per car, good for 7 days). The curio shop appears centuries old, but the rough stone exterior hides steel beams and electric wiring. Colter was so exacting that when workers placed a large rock in the wrong place during construction, she ordered the section torn down and rebuilt. While admiring the canyon from inside the structure, look for black glass reflectors by the windows. These reflectoscopes, an invention of 17th-century French artist Claude Lorrain, help compress views of the canyon and accentuate its rich colors.



GRAND CANYON FACTS


[image: image]  The oldest rocks are two billion years old.

[image: image]  The canyon is 1 mile deep.

[image: image]  It took the Colorado River more than six million years to carve the canyon.

[image: image]  In 1869 John Wesley Powell became the first European to float through the canyon.

[image: image]  The park is 277 miles long.






Next stop: Grand Canyon Village, the park’s hub, where five Colter-designed buildings stand. The 1905 Hopi House is another faux ruin, with low ceilings and traditional design. Lookout Studio literally hangs over the canyon rim. And you’ll want to stay, of course, at the Bright Angel Lodge & Cabins (888-297-2757, www.grandcanyonlodges.com). The wonderful surprise is that rooms start at $79 a night, although you’ll have to share a bathroom. The hotel also has a fireplace with a secret: Colter designed it so the rocks match, layer by layer, the geological structure of the canyon. The last two Colter-designed buildings are the men’s and women’s dormitories for employees; although they are not open to the public, you can easily admire the exteriors, and the park’s long-term plan is to convert them to guest housing.



$PLURGE

ABOVE IT ALL

The newest way to see the canyon is not for the faint of heart, nor for the penny-wise. The Grand Canyon Skywalk will have you literally floating over the canyon on a glass-bottomed terrace 4,000 feet above the Colorado River. The view is stunning, and most would agree that the $84 price of admission is worth every penny. The walk is not located at the national park, but a 242-mile drive away on the Hualapai Indian Reservation. Grand Canyon Skywalk, 888-868-9378, www.grandcanyonskywalk.com.




Eleven miles west of Grand Canyon Village, reached by the park’s free shuttle bus service, which runs throughout the day, Hermits Rest is a favorite Colter building. It is fashioned to resemble a hand-built stone hut.

To see the last Colter work, you’ll have to hike or take a mule 10 miles down to Phantom Ranch, a collection of stone shelters at the canyon bottom. [$PLURGE: Accommodations at Phantom Ranch range from $42 for a bunk, to $473 for a round-trip mule ride and room and board; reservations are available 13 months in advance. A less expensive splurge is the three-hour mule trip that doesn’t reach the canyon bottom. It runs $117.]

On your tour of the park architecture, be sure to take in the other sights. The park can keep you busy for several days. The easiest way to see the Grand Canyon is to stroll the flat, 12-mile Rim Trail. But you don’t have to walk it all—free shuttle buses stop along the route. To hike into the canyon, try the Bright Angel Trail, and if you’re feeling ambitious head 4.5 miles down to Indian Garden. But make sure to pace yourself. This is mountain climbing in reverse and the hardest part is climbing back up.

For a true escape, sleep in the canyon itself. While nearly five million visitors come to the park every year, less than one percent camp out (permits required, 928-638-7875, Mon.–Fri. 1 p.m.–5 p.m.). Back on the rim, catch a free ranger talk on the California condor. The species, once on the brink of extinction, has been reintroduced to the area and is easily spied from Grand Canyon Village spring through early fall.



SLEEP EASY IN WINSLOW

Long before The Eagles made Winslow, Arizona, famous with their 1972 hit song “Take It Easy,” the railroad brought tourists to this desert town. The Fred Harvey Company and architect Mary Colter crafted La Posada, styled after a grand hacienda.

The timing was terrible. The hotel opened in 1930, just as the Great Depression swept the country. After decades of struggle, it closed in 1957, and the Santa Fe Railway used the space as offices. By the 1990s the place was a wreck.
 
In stepped Arizona artist Tina Mion and her husband Allan Affeldt, a self-taught architect. In 1997 the couple bought the hotel and began a lengthy restoration. Today airy lobbies and lounges showcase contemporary Southwest artists, including Mion’s own striking canvases. Guests play checkers, gather around the fireplace, or sprawl in nooks, book in hand. Guest rooms—named for famed past guests, including John Wayne, Gene Autry, and Mary Pickford—are comfortably cozy, with rustic Mexican and Southwest decor.

Room rates start at $99. Note that the train still rolls right behind the hotel; if you’re in the back, you’ll hear its rattle and whistle.

Even if you don’t snag a room, try the hotel’s Turquoise Room restaurant, where the artful dishes are worth every calorie. Don’t miss the warm prickly-pear-cactus bread pudding—unless you order the pistachio-and-piñon pie instead. La Posada, 303 E. 2nd St. (Rte. 66), Winslow, AZ 86047, 928-289-4366, www.laposada.org.




HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Grand Canyon National Park, P.O. Box 129, Grand Canyon, AZ 86023, 928-638-7888, www.nps.gov/grca.

Xanterra Parks & Resorts, 6312 S. Fiddlers Green Circle, Ste. 600N, Greenwood Village, CO 80111, 888-297-2757 or same-day reservations 928-638-2631, www.grandcanyonlodges.com.





 enjoy a classic new england vacation

VERMONT

New England has a harsh climate, a barren soil, a rough and stormy coast, and yet we love it.


—AMERICAN STATESMAN HENRY CABOT LODGE (1850–1924)

 

4 | A New England vacation is an immersion in nature, history, arts, and neighborliness. Along with curling up with a good book and canoeing lazily on a lake, you’ll find plenty to tickle your brain and stretch your muscles. Then again, if you find yourself just standing in the general store chatting with someone you’ve never before met about nothing much at all, that’s OK too.

The northeastern states offer picturesque towns where you can stroll down a classic main street, take a walk in the mountains, catch a concert on the town green, and visit a historic statehouse. A favorite spot is the corner of Vermont edging Canada and New Hampshire, which is known as the Northeast Kingdom. The barns are red, the mountains high enough for sweeping views, and the land cheap enough that craftspeople from artisan cheesemakers to woodworkers call it home.

With a few days—or the better part of a summer—you can station yourself in the historic town of St. Johnsbury (pop. 7,400), the cozy hilltop village of Craftsbury Common (graves in the village cemetery date from the early 1800s), a breezy cottage on Caspian Lake in Greensboro (the town still has no cell service), or the state capital, Montpelier.

From any of these, you’re within a 30-to 45-minute drive of a dozen rural attractions. In the small town of Cabot, tours are offered daily in summer of the Cabot Creamery (2878 Main St., 800-837-4261, www.cabotcheese.coop, $2). In Danville, the Great Corn Maze (1404 Wheelock Rd., 802-748-1399, www.vermontcornmaze.com, $12) opens in late July. In Montpelier, you can tour the 1830s Vermont State House (115 State St., 802-828-2228, www.vtstatehouse.org) Monday through Saturday, July to October; audio or self-guided tours are available at other times of year when the legislature is not meeting. And you could easily spend an entire day in St. Johnsbury, visiting the Athenaeum (1171 Main St., 802-748-8291, www.stjathenaeum.org), an art gallery, museum, and library, and the Fairbanks Museum (1302 Main St., 802-748-2372, www.fairbanksmuseum.org, $8), an engaging yet anachronistic cabinet of curiosities and planetarium dating from 1891.



$PLURGE

A COZY COUNTRY INN

Visitors return year after year to Greensboro’s historic Highland Lodge (802-533-2647, www.highlandlodge.com), a country inn with wide porches, a main building, and self-contained cottages. Summer rates run $285 for a double room and include breakfast and dinner daily, gratuities, and some recreational gear; single rates start at $160 and include the same.






OTHER CLASSIC NORTHEAST VACATION SPOTS


[image: image]  Adirondack lakes region, New York. New York isn’t technically part of New England, but we’re claiming it anyway. Fish-rich lakes, rolling mountains, and charming antler chandeliers: How can you pass it up? Adirondack Regional Tourism Council, 518-846-8016, www.visitadirondacks.com.

[image: image]  Litchfield Hills, Connecticut. Visiting the covered bridges, antiques shops, farmers markets, historic sites, and museums here can fill up a summer. From late August to mid-October, local fairs bring together racing pigs, country line dancing, fireworks, and quilt contests. Western CT Visitors Bureau, 860-567-4506, www.litchfieldhills.com.

[image: image]  Moosehead Lake, Maine. Moosehead Lake is about nature hikes, boat rides, and the region’s namesake antlered mammals, which outnumber humans three to one. Despite the odds, if you visit in late summer you may miss them altogether; they’re most visible in May and June. Moosehead Lake Region Chamber of Commerce, 888-876-2778, www.mooseheadlake.org.






Looking for more? A few minutes in front of the bulletin boards at The Willey’s Store in Greensboro, the co-op in East Hardwick, or the town hall on Craftsbury Common will give you the update on local events. Young performers ages 10 through 18 tour the region as Circus Smirkus (802-533-7443, www.smirkus.org); most performances are in August but dates vary. Young thespians from Get Thee to the Funnery camps (www.vermontshakespeare.com) display their prowess with outdoor Shakespeare performances in Craftsbury Common, Hardwick, and St. Johnsbury—also in August. The Bread and Puppet Theater (802-525-3031, www.breadandpuppet.org) in Glover displays political satire with music, giant puppets, and street theater plays throughout the region. If that all seems too heady, there are always the cotton candy and greased pig races at the Barton County Fair (278 Roaring Brook Rd., 802-525-3555, www.orleanscountyfair.org), held in mid-August.

The mountains here are more enticing than daunting, which means outdoor activities are accessible to anyone who is reasonably fit. Cycling, golf, horse riding, llama trekking—even organized tree climbing—are on the options list. Hiking trails abound; if you’re with children or want an easy path, check out the Barr Hill Nature Preserve (802-229-4425, www.nature.org).

Some sports and performances like those presented by Circus Smirkus and the Shakespeare camp are offered in summer only, but fall and winter too bring their charms, including autumn leaf viewing, and in winter, snowshoeing, cross-country, sleigh riding, dogsledding, and maple sugaring.

Among the area’s least expensive lodging options are campsites in state parks (Vermont State Parks, 888-409-7579, www.vtstateparks.com) and at private campgrounds. Other value accommodations in the region include bed-and-breakfasts, mom-and-pop motels, and even chain outposts (these mostly are confined to the areas around I-91 and I-93). In addition, private owners often rent lakefront cottages suitable for families. The Northeast Kingdom Travel & Tourism Association can provide information on all of these options.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Northeast Kingdom Travel & Tourism Association, 446 Rte. 114, East Burke, VT 05832, 800-884-8001, www.travelthekingdom.com.





 follow the barbecue trail

FROM NORTH CAROLINA TO TEXAS

Grilling, broiling, barbecuing—whatever you want to call it—is an art, not just a matter of building a pyre and throwing on a piece of meat as a sacrifice to the gods of the stomach.


—CHEF AND AUTHOR JAMES BEARD, BEARD ON FOOD (1974)

 

5 | No food seems more quintessentially American than barbecue. But despite our prowess with burgers, chicken breasts, and hot dogs on the grill, barbecuing has been a common cooking method around the world pretty much since humans first figured out how to strike a fire.

In modern-day America, what is meant by “barbecue” is likely determined by locality, says Steven Raichlen, James Beard Award–winning author of Planet Barbecue, The Barbecue Bible, and other popular books on grilling. In the Deep South, barbecued food is the result of a slow, prolonged cooking method. In Texas, it’s smoked beef; in Kansas it’s ribs with a sweet barbecue sauce or a dry rub grilled till the meat drips off the bone. In North Carolina, barbecue is pulled pork—though the fierce, decades-old battle between eastern-style (vinegar, no tomatoes) and western-style (vinegar, but with tomatoes) rages on.

To fully immerse yourself in barbecue, sample the fare and flavors on offer at a few favorite towns and fests where grilled beast—be it smoked, rubbed, pulled, slathered in sauce, or massaged with spice—is the main draw. If you’re truly a ‘cue fan, string the recommendations into a road trip. But beware: After five barbecue feasts in as many days, you may be in need of a giant salad.

 

Kansas City, Kansas and Missouri. If there is a center of the American barbecue universe, it may well be Kansas City, straddling the Kansas-Missouri state line. As a staging center for western exploration, Kansas City was home to early meatpacking operations and stockyards; barbecue naturally followed. But it wasn’t until the 1920s that a fellow named Henry Perry opened the first barbecue pit. Among the best loved of the city’s more than one hundred barbecue joints are Gates (800-662-7427, www.gatesbbq.com), where you’ll be greeted with a shouted “Hi, may I help you?” Fiorella’s Jack Stack (816-531-7427, www.jackstackbbq.com), for white tablecloth service; and the dignitary must-stop Arthur Bryant’s (816-231-1123, www.arthurbryantsbbq.com); all have several locations around town.



$PLURGE

BARBECUE UNIVERSITY

For a splurge, sign up for Raichlen’s Barbecue University, a three-day seminar held twice each summer at the Broadmoor Resort in Colorado Springs, Colorado. The per person $2,000 price includes three nights accommodations and meals—despite the cost, the course fills up quickly. Broadmoor Resort, 800-634-7711, www.broadmoor.com.




Now entering its fourth decade, the annual American Royal Barbecue Festival (816-569-4021, www.arbbq.com), held in late September/early October, features 500 contestants and 20 acres of gluttony. Word from the wise: Get your $13 tickets in advance; festival lines are nuts.

Kansas City Convention & Visitors Association, 800-767-7700, www.visitkc.com.

 

Lexington, North Carolina. Lexington stakes its claim as “barbecue capital of the world” thanks to the 1919 establishment of the town’s first pit-cooked barbecue tent. The furniture-manufacturing operations that were once the centerpiece of Lexington’s economy have waned, but the town of 20,000 remains beloved for its coziness and two dozen barbecue restaurants, famed for pork—sliced, chopped, or pulled—served with coleslaw and hush puppies (beef and chicken dishes are also offered at some). Most are open any day you land there, though some are closed on Sunday. One of the largest and best known is Lexington Barbecue No. 1 (10 Hwy. 29/70 S, 336-249-9814). For the full effect, come during the annual Lexington Barbecue Festival (www.barbecuefestival.com) in late October, held on Main Street near the historic county courthouse.

Lexington Area Chamber of Commerce, 336-248-5929, www.lexingtonchamber.net.

 

Lockhart, Texas. Located some 25 miles south of Austin, this tiny town of 14,000 on the historic Chisholm Trail boasts less than a handful of barbecue restaurants, but collectively they serve up 5,000 meals per week. Barbecued pork sausage is the specialty here, though you’ll find chops and brisket as well. All the barbecue joints win raves, but if you must choose only one, make it Kreuz (pronounced KRITES) Market (619 N. Colorado St., 512-398-2361), where smoky brisket, peppered pork ribs, and jalapeño-cheese sausage win raves. Don’t ask for sauce—they don’t have it; but the sauerkraut is divine. The town’s annual Chisholm Trail music and ‘cue fest is held the second weekend in June.

Lockhart Chamber of Commerce, 512-398-2818, www.lockhart-tx.org or www.lockhartchamber.com.

 

Memphis, Tennessee. Debating where to find the best barbecue here is something of a city sport. With more than a hundred ‘cue joints, there’s plenty to choose from. Often mentioned are Rendezvous (52 S. 2nd St., 901-523-2746), famed for its ribs since 1948; Central BBQ (2249 Central Ave., 901-272-9377), known for its slow-smoked ribs, pulled meat, and hot wings; Corky’s (5259 Poplar Ave., 901-685-9744), seasoned with a dry rub, slathered in sauce, and slow cooked; and Neely’s (670 Jefferson Ave., 901-521-9798), made famous by the Food Network’s show Down Home with the Neelys. Also recommended? The funky Blues City Café (138 Beale St., 901-526-3637), where the ribs are flavored with a wet rub and slow cooked at 225°F, then drenched in a sweet barbecue sauce. They’re worth every last calorie.

[image: image]



BARBECUE BACKGROUND

Nearly every culture claims an early form of ‘cue, but the term “barbacoa” first appeared in print in Spain in the 1500s, says Steven Raichlen, author and host of public television’s Primal Grill and Barbecue University. It referred to a wooden frame made with sticks—a primitive grill—used to slowly cook wild meats or seafood over a fire. “But in fact, people have been cooking meat with live fire for almost two million years,” says Raichlen.




For the ultimate Memphis pig-out, check out the World Championship Barbecue Contest (800-745-3000, www.memphisinmay.org/bbq, tickets from $8), including barbecue tours and a chance to vote in the People’s Pick. The weekend-long contest is held mid-month during the annual Memphis in May Festival.

Memphis Convention & Visitors Bureau, 888-633-9099, www.memphistravel.com.

 

St. Louis, Missouri. St. Louis is known for its barbecued spare ribs and reportedly leads the world in per capita consumption of barbecue sauce. The sauce is sweet; the ribs are trimmed to remove the fatty portion off the rack. But as far as the locals are concerned, you haven’t tried St. Louis–style barbecue until you try the barbecued pork steaks, says Donna Andrews, spokesperson for the city’s visitors bureau.

Among the city’s famed ‘cue joints are Pappy’s Smoke House (3106 Olive St., 314-535-4340), known for its dry-rubbed, slow-smoked pork ribs; Roper’s Ribs (6929 W. Florissant Ave., 314-381-6200), seasoned with a secret blend of spices and smoked over hickory; and Smoki O’s (1545 N. Broadway, 314-621-8180), where the menu includes rib tips, crispy snoot (that would be pig and nostrils), and barbecue spaghetti.

The annual Rib America Festival (314-622-4550, www.ribamerica.com) featuring cook-offs and entertainment takes place in late May at the Soldier’s Memorial in downtown; tickets cost $5.

St. Louis Convention & Visitors Commission, 800-325-7962, www.explorestlouis.com.





 get to know thomas jefferson

CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

Educate and inform the whole mass of the people…They are the only sure reliance for the preservation of our liberty.


—THOMAS JEFFERSON (1743–1826), 3RD U.S. PRESIDENT

 

6 | George Washington gets honored as the father of our country, but Thomas Jefferson authored our Declaration of Independence and then nurtured our fledgling nation and nearly doubled its size through the Louisiana Purchase.

Jefferson was the ultimate American Renaissance man: visionary thinker, diplomat, gentleman farmer, architect, connoisseur of books and wine, slave owner, and antislavery activist—and yes, the third President of the United States. It’s no small irony that Jefferson died on July 4, 1826—50 years to the day after the adoption of the Declaration of Independence.

If Christopher Hitchens’s biography of Jefferson and the Ken Burns PBS special only tickled your interest, head to Charlottesville, Virginia. Monticello (931 Thomas Jefferson Pkwy., 434-984-9822, www.monticello.org, $22), Jefferson’s gracious plantation home, stands atop a hill outside this friendly college town.

The guided 30-minute tour of the stately 18th-century brick home won’t really give you enough time to check out the Great Clock that Jefferson himself designed, now in the Entrance Hall; the revolving bookstand in the Cabinet; or musical instruments in his Parlor. To get a fuller sense of the man, check out the visitor center, catch an architectural tour, and stroll the terraced vegetable gardens. All are included in the price of your ticket, though the two walking tours of the grounds are offered only April through October.

To continue your Jeffersonian quest, head down the hill to Charlottesville and “Mr. Jefferson’s University”—the “Academical Village” that reflected Jefferson’s passion for learning and formed the basis of the University of Virginia (434-924-0311, www.virginia.edu), which he founded in 1819. Today UVA is one of the country’s top universities and a bustling home to more than 21,000 students. Now, as during Jefferson’s day, the university’s centerpiece is the Rotunda (near the intersection of University Ave. & McCormick Rd.), the domed library designed to recall Rome’s Pantheon and set at the head of a lawn flanked by student quarters and classrooms. Free tours of the Rotunda are offered throughout the year except during Thanksgiving and Christmas breaks. Also check out the nearby Small Special Collections Library in Harrison Institute, which holds early copies of the Declaration of Independence and other rare documents.



LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

One of the best places to get a sense of Thomas Jefferson is a building he never visited: the current Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. In 1814, when the British burned the Library of Congress, Jefferson owned what was said to be the largest private collection of books in the country. Despite his brilliance, Jefferson had fallen into debt, so he offered to sell his collection for whatever Congress wanted to pay; in 1815 Congress voted to buy nearly 6,500 volumes for $23,950.

Nearly two-thirds of those were destroyed in an 1851 fire; however, the records cataloging the original contents of Jefferson’s library remain and, with a private grant, the Library of Congress is attempting to reassemble the original collection. An exhibit showcases some of Jefferson’s former belongings, including a manuscript on crop rotation, Memoirs of a Monticello Slave by Isaac Jefferson, and the rough draft of the Declaration of Independence and the desk on which Jefferson wrote it.

The Library of Congress now contains more than 145 million items, including books in Braille, movie clips, musical scores, editorial cartoons by Herblock, Spiderman comics, and taped interviews with Elvis Presley. When you visit, set aside time to take in the spectacular floors and ceilings of the Great Hall in the Thomas Jefferson Building. Library of Congress, Independence Ave. & 1st St. SE, Washington, DC, 202-707-8000, www.loc.gov, closed Sun.




Be sure to save a day or evening for Charlottesville itself. Though the town’s outer flanks are now home to all-too-familiar strip malls, the center retains a small-town artsy flavor with a touch of a hippie hangover. A free trolley links the UVA campus to downtown.

East Main Street long ago was closed to traffic, and on weekends and evenings this central promenade fills with crafts people, college students, and locals checking out the beaded earrings and necklaces sold on tables under the trees and the antiques and books in the storefront shops. When you tire of sightseeing, you’ll find plenty of places to catch a coffee or a cocktail. Tuesdays, grab at three-course meal at Maya (633 W. Main St., 434-979-6292) for $12. On Wednesdays and Thursdays, L’Etoile (817 W. Main St., 434-979-7957) offers three-course dinners for $27; reservations recommended. Miller’s (109 W. Main St., 434-971-8511) serves affordable pitchers of beer and pub food throughout the week. For a hearty, family-friendly traditional Southern lunch, served by waiters in period costume, the 200-year-old Michie Tavern (683 Thomas Jefferson Pkwy., 434-977-1234), between Charlottesville and Monticello, can’t be beat. The buffet costs $16.25.

[image: image]


A word about lodging: Charlottesville’s loyal alumni come streaming back for football and basketball games. When that happens, lodging prices skyrocket, as they do during other major university-related events. At other times you’ll have a wide selection of bed-and-breakfasts and chain lodgings that often are a bit more atmospheric than the usual roadside stops.

If you arrive without a reservation, stop in at the Downtown Visitor Center (610 E. Main St., 434-293-6789, 9 a.m.–5 p.m.), which promises the best same-day rates from participating lodgings. One affordable option: the historic Alexander House Inn (1205 Monticello Rd., 434-327-6447, www.alexanderhouse.us), with both private and bunk lodgings. Rates run about $40 per person per night. Or try camping outside of town at Misty Mountain Camp Resort (888-647-8900, www.mistymountaincampresort.com), where rates begin at $25, or the KOA Kampground (434-296-9881, www.charlottesvillekoa.com), which operates mid-March to mid-November and has campsites from $26 and cabins from $50.



VIRGINIA PRESIDENTIAL HOMES

Virginia was birthplace to four of the first five U.S. Presidents, claiming eight Presidents in total. Several of their homes are open to the public:


[image: image]  Ash Lawn–Highland. James Monroe, the fifth U.S. President, lived on this 535-acre plantation, which is still a working farm where cows, sheep, and peacocks are a hit with children. The farm often hosts arts performances. Ash Lawn–Highland, 1000 James Monroe Pkwy., Charlottesville, 434-293-8000, www.al-h.us, $10.

[image: image]  Berkeley Plantation. This James River plantation was the seat of one of the foremost U.S. power families. Benjamin Harrison, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, was born here, as was his son, William Henry Harrison, the ninth President. In addition, the first official Thanksgiving was held here in 1619. Today’s visitors see the 1,000-acre estate’s 1726 Georgian-style mansion and expansive grounds. Daily period tours except on major holidays. Berkeley Plantation, 12602 Harrison Landing Rd., Charles City, 888-466-6018, www.berkeleyplantation.com, $11.

[image: image]  Montpelier. This 2,650-acre estate in the Blue Ridge south of Orange was once the home of James and Dolley Madison. A 24-million-dollar renovation has restored the mansion to its 1809 appearance, when Madison returned from his term as the nation’s fourth President. Tours of the mansion are offered daily. Montpelier, 11407 Constitution Hwy., Montpelier Station, 540-672-2728, www.montpelier.org, $16.

[image: image]  Mount Vernon. Home to the first U.S. President, George Washington’s riverside estate in Northern Virginia near Alexandria offers mansion and garden tours, encounters with costumed interpreters, and interactive and museum exhibitions (including his famous dentures). Mount Vernon, 3200 Mount Vernon Memorial Hwy., Mount Vernon, 703-780-2000, www.mountvernon.org, $15.







The countryside around Charlottesville offers numerous attractions as well. Should you cycle or wander the trails of the Thomas Jefferson Parkway? Canoe the nearby James River? Go hiking in Shenandoah National Park, or catch the views from the park’s Skyline Drive on the spine of the Blue Ridge? Maybe visit nearby Ash Lawn–Highland, President James Monroe’s home?

Or should you head for one of the dozens of local wineries (www.monticellowinetrail.com)? At some wineries, including Mountfair (4875 Fox Mountain Rd., Mountfair, 434-823-7605, www.mountfair.com), tastings are free. At others, such as Cardinal Point (9423 Batesville Rd., Afton, 540-456-8400, www.cardinalpointwinery.com), if you purchase wine by the bottle, your tasting fee (often as little as $4 per person) is discounted or waived. Three top vineyards—Keswick Vineyards (1575 Keswick Winery Dr., Keswick, 888-244-3341 or 434-244-3341, www.keswickvineyards.com), Jefferson Vineyards (1353 Thomas Jefferson Pkwy., Charlottesville, 800-272-3042 or 434-977-3042, www.jeffersonvineyards.com), and Kluge Estate & Vineyards (100 Grand Cru Dr., Charlottesville, 434-977-3895, www.klugeestate.com)—have joined together to offer a seasonal wine passport. It costs $10 per person and provides complimentary tastings at each vineyard as well as special discounts (savings of $10); it is available for purchase at any of the participating vineyards.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Charlottesville Albemarle Convention & Visitors Bureau, 610 E. Main St., Charlottesville, VA 22902, 434-293-6789, www.pursuecharlottesville.com.

Skyline Drive and Shenandoah National Park, 540-999-3500, www.nps.gov/shen, $10–$15 per car.





 celebrate american folk arts

NATIONWIDE

Well a simple kinda life never did me no harm

A raisin’ me a family and workin’ on a farm

My days are all filled with an easy country charm

Thank God I’m a country boy


—SONGWRITER JOHN DENVER, “THANK GOD I’M A COUNTRY BOY” (1974)

 

7 | In this age of hip-hop, conceptual art, and global economics, it’s fun—and maybe even essential—to nourish the music, storytelling, and art that seem thoroughly American in nature. Here are a few unique festivals where you can stomp your feet, play your fiddle, spin a few yarns, and enjoy the works of down-home, self-taught artists. In the process, you will help keep folk traditions from getting lost–and vacation in places where a dollar still buys more than a pack of gum.

 

Kentuck Festival, Alabama. If you’ve got an affection for the soulful works of self-taught artists like the late Jimmie Lee Sudduth and Howard Finster, head to Northport, Alabama, for this annual arts festival held the third week of each October. Along with paintings and other works by contemporary and traditional folk artists, you’ll find crafts demonstrations, folk and gospel music, and of course, Southern food. A two-day pass costs $15; daily tickets are $10.

The festival is staged by the Kentuck Museum (503 Main Ave.), which showcases American craft artists. Stop in to see the Gallery Shop, artists-in-residence studios, and a new exhibition space.

For home-cooked meals, don’t miss City Cafe (408 Main Ave., 205-758-9171). Lodging here is mostly chains, all located in nearby Tuscaloosa. Tip: Beware of football weekends, when lodgings fill up fast and prices can skyrocket.

Kentuck Festival, Kentucky Museum, 503 Main Ave., Northport, 205-758-1257, www.kentuck.org/festival; Tuscaloosa Convention & Visitors Bureau (including Northport), 800-538-8696, www.tcvb.org.

 

National Hollerin’ Contest, North Carolina. Antique farm equipment, cars, and Carolina beach music are all part of the scene at the 40-plus-year-old National Hollerin’ Contest held in Spivey’s Corner, North Carolina. But the big attraction at this one-day event, held on the third Saturday of each June, is the hollerin’ contests, held in several categories: whistlin’, conch shell blowin’, junior hollerin’, teen hollerin’, lady’s callin’, and finishing with the grand National Hollerin’ Contest. Use ’em to call the kids, call your spouse, or call the critters—and keep this traditional 17th-century form of pre-cell communication alive. Admission is $5; to enter the contest, it’ll cost you $10. The town itself is not much more than a crossroads (pop. 450) a little more than an hour northeast of Fayetteville and south of Raleigh. The closest lodgings are in Dunn, where you’ll find a couple chain hotels, as well as the Barrington House B&B (800-719-1674, www.barringtonhousenc.com, rooms from $80) and the Simply Divine B&B (910-892 2296, www.simplydivinebedandbreakfast.com, rooms from $99).

[image: image]

National Hollerin’ Contest, www.hollerincontest.com; Dunn Area Tourism Authority, 910-892-3282, www.dunntourism.org.

 

National Storytelling Festival, Tennessee. Whether they’re the family tales from your granny or the ghost stories from Scout camping trips, everybody loves a good yarn delivered with drama and flair. “It’s something basic—in our bones,” says Jimmy Neil Smith, founder of the International Storytelling Center in Jonesborough, Tennessee. Spoken stories can have even greater power than film because they allow you to fill in images from your own experience and imagination, he says.

That’s the idea behind the National Storytelling Festival, staged by the center and held over a weekend early each October. From its early days in the 1970s when 100 people pulled up chairs around a wagon, the festival has grown to a tradition drawing 10,000 people to events over three days under five circus-like tents, with dozens of performances—from family friendly to bawdy. Tickets for the full festival start at $160 per adult; one-day tickets are also available starting at $50 for Sunday only.



A MOVEABLE CELEBRATION

Since the 1930s, the National Folk Festival (www.nationalfolkfestival.com)—organized by the National Council for Traditional Arts (www.ncta.net)—has wandered the nation, showcasing the nation’s diverse cultural heritage via music, workshops, dance, and storytelling. The free three-day outdoor festival spends three years in each city before it moves on—often generating ongoing celebrations in its wake, including the American Folk Festival (207-992-2630, www.americanfolkfestival.com), held late each August in Bangor, Maine; and the Richmond Folk Festival (804-788-6466, www.richmondfolkfestival.org), held in Richmond, Virginia, in October. Beginning in 2011, the National Folk Festival will start a three-year run in Nashville, Tennessee (www.nashvillenff.org). Expect plenty of barbecue, country music, and multiethnic performances.





If October doesn’t fit your schedule, time your trip for special events and summer weekly performances by storytellers-in-residence, starting at $10 per ticket.

Once the stomping grounds of Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and Andrew Johnson, Jonesborough is Tennessee’s oldest town. As you would expect, there is plenty of lodging available in historic inns and bed-and-breakfasts. Among those establishments recommended are the 1793 Hawley House B&B (800-753-8869, www.hawleyhouse.com, rooms from $105) and the AmericInn Lodge (423-753-3100, www.americinn.com, rooms from $85), dating from the ripe old year of 2006.

National Storytelling Festival, 800-952-8392, www.storytellingcenter.net/festival; Town of Jonesborough, 866-401-4223, www.historicjonesborough.com.





 party at mardi gras, dance at dawn in louisiana’s cajun country

LAFAYETTE, LOUISIANA

Throw me something, Mister!


—MARDI GRAS REVELERS’ CRY

 

8 | What’s the winter without the pre-Lenten Mardi Gras fetes that still thrive in Louisiana?

Best known is the bacchanalia of New Orleans that culminates in the Fat Tuesday Carnival, that last wild fling before the repentance of Ash Wednesday. But just a couple of hours away, the Cajun Country of Acadiana celebrates in a family friendly way. Communities such as Church Point (www.churchpointmardigras.com), Eunice (www.eunice-la.com), and Iota (www.iotamardigras.com) maintain the medieval European tradition of Courir de Mardi Gras, when bands of horse riders romp through the countryside dressed in costumes, “begging” for the fixings to make gumbo. At the end of the day, they return to feast and dance.

Cajun Country’s big city of Lafayette (pop. 115,000) combines spectacle with tradition in a free five-day festival of carnival rides, live music, fireworks, and, of course, parades—including a parade for dogs, a night parade, and a children’s parade. Cries of “Throw me something, Mister!” are most likely to land you plastic beads and doubloons if you’ve got a cute kid or are hoisting a handmade sign indicating you’re out-of-towners (such as “Family from Detroit”); unlike in New Orleans, revelers baring breasts and other body parts get arrested. Because Easter is a floating holiday, the dates for Mardi Gras and Lent vary but generally fall in February.

Whether you are in Cajun Country for Mardi Gras or visiting at another time of year, you’ll find plenty of opportunities to experience the Cajun and Creole culture. Revel in the region’s cuisine by ordering up a dish of étouffée, gumbo, bisque, or a home-cooked plate lunch—likely with a stew, fricassee, or smothered liver. In Lafayette, check out Pat’s Downtown (107 E. Main St., 337-289-5270) or Creole Lunch House (713 12th St., 337-232-9929). Grab a po’boy from Olde Tyme Grocery (218 W. St. Mary Blvd., 337-235-8165) or boudin sausage from Johnson’s Boucaniere (1111 St. John St., 337-269-8878). Don’t miss a meal of crawfish, served during the crawfish fishing season that runs December through spring. The Breaux Bridge Crawfish Festival (337-332-6655, www.bbcrawfest.com) is usually early May; tickets $5–$10, depending on the day.



MORE TO DO IN CAJUN COUNTRY


[image: image]  Visit the Jean Lafitte National Historical Park and Preserve Acadian Cultural Center (www.nps.gov/jela) in Lafayette.

[image: image]  Take a swamp tour (www.lafayettetravel.com/attractions.aspx).

[image: image]  Test your taste buds on the Tobasco factory tour on Avery Island (www.tobasco.com/tobasco_history/visit_avery_island.cfm).






And then there’s the music. Grab a fiddle and triangle, mix bluegrass with French and touches of German, Spanish, Scottish, Irish, Afro-Caribbean, and American Indian—an American mix if ever there was—and you’re starting to hear the tunes. Throw in washboard, spoons, and a hefty touch of abandon, and you’ve got Zydeco in all its late night, foot-stomping glory. You’ll find live music at restaurants and clubs at lunch and most nights—but always on weekends. Traditional venues for dinner and dancing include Mulate’s, The Original Cajun Restaurant (325 W. Mills Ave., Breaux Bridge, 337-332-4648), Prejean’s Restaurant (3480 I-49, N. Lafayette, 337-896-3247), and Randol’s Restaurant & Cajun Dancehall (2320 Kaliste Saloom Rd., Lafayette, 337-981-7080). If you’re out for music sans food, don’t miss Lafayette’s Blue Moon Saloon (215 E. Convent St., 337-234-2422, www.bluemoonpresents.com), on the back porch of the Blue Moon Guesthouse, where artists, politicians, and travelers kick up their heels and hoist a few, even when the weather turns chilly.

Whatever you do, drag yourself out of bed early on Saturday for Zydeco Breakfast at Café des Amis (140 E. Bridge St., Breaux Bridge, 337-332-5273). Or heck, just stay up all night. Breakfast and tunes start at 8:30, arrive by 7:30 to snag space.

Lafayette is a college town where lodging chains abound. For something unique, try the Blue Moon Saloon & Guesthouse (215 E. Convent St., 877-766-2583, www.bluemoonhostel.com) has both private rooms and hostel rooms available (beds in hostel rooms from $18). The aforementioned Blue Moon Saloon is out back, so if you’re not up for music, bring your ear plugs. Or stay out of town in Breaux Bridge in an 1800s bayou cabin starting at $75 per night at Bayou Cabins (100 W. Mills Ave., 337-332-6158, www.bayoucabins.com).

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Lafayette Convention & Visitors Bureau, 800-346-1958, www.lafayettetravel.com.

Southwest Mardi Gras Association, www.gomardigras.com.





 experience the wild and woolly

BLACK HILLS, SOUTH DAKOTA

Leave me alone and let me go to hell by my own route.


—FRONTIERSWOMAN CALAMITY JANE (1903)

 

9 | The Black Hills region of South Dakota is both wild and woolly. Wild, as in home to Custer State Park, the nation’s second largest state park, with 71,000 acres of open range, a twisting highway through miles of granite spires, and a 7,242-foot-high peak. Woolly, as in bison—1,300, give or take—and mammoths.

Add in Mount Rushmore, the Crazy Horse Monument, and the historic town of Deadwood, and you have to wonder if there’s a more truly American place on the planet.

“It’s different from the Rocky Mountains. They’re kind of forbidding; you can’t imagine climbing one. This is more intimate,” says Nyla Griffith, a fourth-generation South Dakotan and former Deadwood city commissioner. “The Black Hills area is homey.”

And so it is—if you stay out of the casinos and the badlands.

But let’s start with the mammoths. The town of Hot Springs is the 21st-century home of the animated movie Ice Age’s Manny, the Mammoth Site (1800 U.S. 18 Bypass, 605-745-6017, www.mammothsite.com, $8). Actually, the 55 beasts here aren’t woolly mammoths but rather Columbian mammoths, victims of a massive sinkhole that formed some 26,000 years ago. Scientists believe the sinkhole resembled a mud wallow—a favorite mammoth hangout. But once the mammoths waded into this particular pit, they were stuck—and preserved for visitors who come to tour the still working dig and exhibits.

Next stop: Mount Rushmore (Hwy. 244, near Keystone, 605-574-3171, www.nps.gov/moru), where 60-foot-high presidential faces were carved into the granite cliff beginning in the 1920s to draw tourists to the region. The place sounds hokey—until you see it and join a ranger-led tour explaining the phenomenal effort by sculptor Gutzon Borglum and those who worked with him to craft the monument during 14 years. Seventy years later, some three million visitors come each year to gaze into the faces of Washington, Lincoln, Jefferson, and Theodore Roosevelt. Even the cynical may feel a burst of patriotic swell.

If Mount Rushmore is a testament to American boldness, the Crazy Horse Memorial (12151 Avenue of the Chiefs, Crazy Horse, 605-673-4681, www.crazyhorsememorial.org, $27 per car) is witness to the nation’s unflagging spirit of determination. In 1949—a few years after Rushmore’s completion—the Lakota Indians of the Black Hills invited sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski to honor Native Americans, choosing as representative the great Indian chief hero Crazy Horse. Progress was and still is slow; Ziolkowski died in 1982, but his family carries on the effort. The monument will be 563 feet tall and 641 feet long once completed—still years away.

For a foray into the American past, head over to Wall Drug (510 Main St., Wall, 605-279-2175, www.walldrug.com), just off I-90 near Badlands National Park’s Pinnacles Entrance. In the early Depression years, the drugstore put up billboards promising Free Ice Water to travelers. The place became a magnet, and over the years it’s grown from a small shop to a department store of Western-abilia, with Stetsons, boots, mounted wildlife, a free kids play area, and homemade donuts worth every calorie.

Devotees of the HBO television series won’t want to miss the town of Deadwood (800-999-1876, www.deadwood.org). Haven’t seen the show? Go anyway. Despite the gambling halls—or maybe because of them—the cozy town feels strangely authentic. After all, Wild Bill Hickok—shot in a card game in 1876—is buried here in the Mount Moriah Cemetery, right next to Calamity Jane. Those days seem especially fresh each summer during Wild Bill Days in June, when free concerts spill into the streets and the cowboys compete in fast draw competitions, and during the Days of ’76 rodeo each July.

[image: image]

The Black Hills’ impressive man-made attractions are window dressing, however; the real star in this rugged part of the world is the land. Wind Cave National Park (26611 U.S. 385, Hot Springs, 605-745-4600, www.nps.gov/wica) encompasses more than 28,000 acres, home to bison, elk, pronghorn, and an intricate cave system. The park is free but a fee is charged for cave tours. The vast acreage of Custer State Park (13329 U.S. 16A, Custer, 605-255-4515, www.sdgfp.info/parks/regions/custer, $15 per car) stretches from bison and elk ranges to fish-rich lakes. You can catch a Jeep safari, pan for “gold,” join a ranger walk, ride a horse, go fly-fishing. Or just rest your head in a park lodge, cabin, or campsite; cabins with electricity start at $45, campsites start at $16. Plan your visit for fall to catch the annual bison roundup and auction (yes, some bison sold at auction do end up in the freezer). But perhaps the most compelling landscape is that of Badlands National Park (Interior, 605-433-5361, www.nps.gov/badl, $15 per car), where a jagged wall of raw rock, banded with layers of color, separates miles and miles of north from south. As with all great landscapes, pictures—and words—don’t come close.



CAMP IN A CABIN

National and state park cabins and lodges often book up quickly—and can be expensive. If you’re looking for a less outdoorsy alternative to tent camping, check out the cabins offered at the many private campgrounds run by Kampgrounds of America, located in wilderness areas across the United States—and often just outside national parks.

But it’s still camping. You’ll need to bring sleeping bags or linens, towels, and toiletries. Cabin rates vary by location and demand. At the KOA grounds near Badlands National Park, for instance, a one-room, air-conditioned cabin without bath costs about $53 per night for two people in June; shared baths are located on the grounds. At the KOA grounds near Deadwood, a Kamping Kottage with bath and half kitchen costs about $125 per night for six people. Be sure to bring your own towels and linens. Kampgrounds of America, 406-248-7444, www.koa.com.




HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Black Hills Badlands & Lake Association, 605-355-3600, www.blackhillsbadlands.com.

South Dakota Tourism, 800-732-5682, www.travelsd.com.





 follow the mission trail

CALIFORNIA

Always go forward, never turn back.


—FATHER JUNIPERO SERRA (1713–1784), FOUNDER OF THE CALIFORNIA MISSIONS

 

10 | Father Junipero Serra was a man with a mission.

During the 1700s, the Spanish friar was assigned the daunting task of establishing Spain’s foothold in the California frontier by creating a chain of missions, one day’s horseback ride apart, up the Pacific coast.

For native Californians today, missions are something encountered in fourth grade, when all students, it seems, are assigned to write a report on them, draw one of them, and fashion a statue of Father Serra out of clay. After that, many think nothing more of them, even though the settlements started the state’s major cities like San Diego, San Jose, and San Francisco.

But for a traveler, visiting missions offers an excuse for a road trip, a chance to explore history, and a journey to what were—and for many still are—spiritual outposts.

For Lynn Korleski Richardson, it was a bit of all three that inspired her pilgrimage. Several years ago, she and her husband packed up an RV and their dog to go on a quest to visit all 21 missions, from San Diego de Alcala in the south to San Francisco Solano in Sonoma in the north.

“It was a really great way to see California,” she says.

It’s hard to generalize about the missions. Three are state parks—La Purisima, San Francisco de Solano, and Santa Cruz—and while some are restored to their former glory—Carmel and Santa Inés, for example—others are ruins. Most have a statue of Father Serra, and there’s usually a millstone sitting around too. Richardson’s biggest surprise was the San Fernando Mission near Los Angeles, site of Bob Hope’s grave. When his wife asked where he wanted to be buried, Richardson says, he answered: “Surprise me.”

[image: image]

Richardson’s mission mission took more than two weeks, but if you have time to just visit one, head to Old Mission Santa Barbara (2201 Laguna St., 805-682-4713, www.santabarbaramission.org), in the city of the same name. It’s called the “queen of the missions” and one look explains why. Battered by earthquakes and fire, the twin-towered building has been reconstructed and restored several times since its founding in 1786. The mission is maintained by the Franciscan Order, and its water system is still used by the city of Santa Barbara. Its facade mixes Spanish style with Roman design—legend says it was inspired by a picture in a book on classical architecture.



CALIFORNIA MISSIONS


[image: image]  1769: Mission San Diego de Alcala, San Diego

[image: image]  1770: Mission San Carlos Borroméo de Carmelo, Carmel

[image: image]  1771: Mission San Antonio de Padua, Fort Hunter-Liggett

[image: image]  1771: Mission San Gabriel Arcángel, San Gabriel

[image: image]  1772: Mission San Luis Obispo, San Luis Obispo

[image: image]  1776: Mission San Francisco de Asís, San Francisco

[image: image]  1776: Mission San Juan Capistrano, San Juan Capistrano

[image: image]  1777: Mission Santa Clara de Asís, Santa Clara

[image: image]  1782: Mission San Buenaventura, Ventura

[image: image]  1786: Mission Santa Barbara, Santa Barbara

[image: image]  1787: Mission La Purisíma Concepción, Lompoco

[image: image]  1791: Mission Santa Cruz, Santa Cruz

[image: image]  1791: Mission Nuestra Señora de la Soledad, Soledad

[image: image]  1797: Mission San José, Fremont

[image: image]  1797: Mission San Juan Bautista, San Juan Bautista

[image: image]  1797: Mission San Miguel de Arcángel, San Miguel

[image: image]  1797: Mission San Fernando Rey de España, Mission Hills

[image: image]  1798: Mission San Luis Rey de Francia, San Luis Rey

[image: image]  1804: Mission Santa Inés, Solvang

[image: image]  1817: Mission San Rafael Arcángel, San Rafael

[image: image]  1823: Mission San Francisco Solano, Sonoma






Visitors should wander the rose-filled garden and cemetery, where American Indians, who built the original structure, are buried. For many Indians, the mission movement is not celebrated, as thousands died from disease and poor treatment. The cemetery also holds the grave of Juana María, featured in the award-winning children’s book Island of the Blue Dolphins. The museum has period artifacts from swords to chess pieces and Mexican art.

The Spaniards meant the missions to be outposts of civilization, and that holds true in Santa Barbara. It would be a shame to come here without visiting a few area wineries, which were featured in the film Sideways.

The Fess Parker Winery (6200 Foxen Canyon Rd., Los Olivos, 805-688-1545, www.fessparker.com) offers tastings from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Come dinner, try Brophy Bros (119 Harbor Way, Santa Barbara, 805-966-4418), a seafood dive with stirring sunset views, clam chowder ($4.25), and beer-boiled shrimp ($8.95).

[$PLURGE: For a splurge, stay at the Four Seasons Resort, The Biltmore (1260 Channel Dr., 805-969-2261, www.fourseasons.com/santabarbara), which runs about $425, and sip champagne overlooking the ocean at the Tydes restaurant.] A budget option is the original Motel 6 (443 Corona Del Mar, 805-564-1392, www.motel6.com). Rooms once ran $6, but now fetch $80 and up.

Two other missions worth creating a trip around are the following:


[image: image]  La Purisima Mission, Lompoc. Now a California park, about 60 miles from Santa Barbara, this site offers a chance to see what mission life was like 200-plus years ago. The park offers living history programs with costumed interpreters throughout the year, so you can watch weaving, potmaking, candlemaking, blacksmithing, and leatherwork—all tasks the original settlers performed.
 The building fell into ruins but was resurrected, first by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1934 and then as a state park. In addition, there’s a 5-acre garden with native and domestic plants typical for the time period, and a corral with burros, horses, longhorn cattle, and goats.
 Chain lodging can be found in the area, while Angela’s Restaurant (115 S. J St., 805-737-0184) has tasty Mexican dishes—20 combo plates at $8.49 apiece. La Purisima Mission State Historic Park, 2295 Purisima Rd., Lompoc, 805-733-3713, www.lapurisimamission.org, $6 per car.

[image: image]  San Antonio de Padua, Fort Hunter-Liggett. One of the most remote missions, this site is on a military post, Fort Hunter-Liggett, about 100 miles north of Lompoc. The third mission built—they weren’t constructed in a neat geographic order south to north—it’s said that San Antonio’s the only one Father Serra might recognize today. Located in a valley filled with oak trees, it’s owned by the Diocese of Monterey and is home to a tiny working parish.
 The museum ($5 donation) displays settlement artifacts, including a grape-stomping vat, wine cellar, and scale models. And a music room offers an audio tour with period music. Since it’s located on a military base, drivers and all passengers older than 18 must show identification and proof of insurance. Fill your tank before coming, as nonmilitary visitors can purchase only five gallons of gas on the post.
 Despite its location on Army property, civilians can stay in the historic Hacienda Guest Lodge (831-386-2511, www.liggett.army.mil/sites/newcomers/lodging/lodging.asp), which was designed by famed architect Julia Morgan and constructed as a hunting lodge for William Randolph Hearst. Rooms from $45. San Antonio de Padua, P.O. Box 803, End of Mission Rd., Jolon, 831-385-4478, www.missionsanantonio.net.



HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

For more information about the California Missions, visit www.thecaliforniamissions.com.





 take in a minor league game

DURHAM, NORTH CAROLINA

I like my players to be married and in debt.

That’s the way you motivate them.


—ERNIE BANKS, FORMER MINOR LEAGUE COACH

 

11 | A handful of stars hit the headlines as soon as they hit the diamond. But most baseball players are more like Kevin Costner’s Bull Durham character than New York superstar Alex Rodriguez. (And even A-Rod did a short stint in the minors with the Seattle Mariners’ affiliate before moving to The Show.)

Minor leaguers are the true Boys of Summer, underdogs playing for dreams and love of the all-American pastime. (They also play for money. In his first contract season, a minor leaguer could earn a maximum of $1,100 per month in 2010, with $25 per day for meals while on the road.) On opening day, nearly 7,000 players may be listed on minor league rosters; historically, about 10 percent of minor leaguers will play at least one major league game.

A quick minor league primer: Minor League Baseball is composed of 251 clubs in the United States, Canada, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela. The league’s highest level is Triple-A, where you’re most likely to see the DiMaggios of the future. Down the rankings are Double-A, Class A Advanced, Class A, Class A Short Season, and Rookie. In total, the clubs will play more than 10,000 games each season.

But minor league ball isn’t all about stats and standings—which is why more than 41 million fans catch a game each year. The parks are friendly and the ambience local—even if the rivalry is still intense. After all, some of these teams have been playing each other for a century; Minor League Baseball will celebrate its 110th season in 2011.

Comparatively speaking, a day at a minor league park is a bargain. About a hundred of the minor league teams offer free entry; the rest charge on average $7 per adult. For about $54, a family of four can take in a game—and that includes parking, four hot dogs, two sodas, two beers, and a program. With teams scattered across the continent, chances are good you can drive a short way and catch a game for an afternoon. Check on the Internet at http://web.minorleaguebaseball.com for information and schedules.

[image: image]


But why not go the whole Bull Durham route? The minor league action in Durham, North Carolina, will thrill you, while the city will charm you. The Triple-A Durham Bulls (919-687-6500, www.durhambulls.com) no longer play in the stadium where the 1988 film was set—they moved to the Durham Bulls Athletic Park in 1995, at 409 Blackwell Street—but you will still feel the same level of excitement. Tickets start at $7; the price varies with view and date of play.

Durham retains its tobacco town origins. Former brick warehouses have been transformed into lofts, boutiques, and craft breweries. Duke University, the school that tobacco built, boasts the stunning stone Duke Chapel (1 Chapel Dr., 919-681-9488, www.chapel.duke.edu), which offers periodic carillon and organ concerts, and the Sarah P. Duke Gardens (420 Anderson St., 919-684-3698, www.hr.duke.edu/dukegardens), where you can stroll among the flowers and watch students sun on the lawn. The university’s Nasher Museum of Art (2001 Campus Dr., 919-684-5135, http://nasher.duke.edu/) houses special exhibitions as well as a permanent collection of Renaissance, classical, and African art.



MINOR LEAGUE MILESTONES


[image: image]  1901: Minor League Baseball first formed as the National Association of Professional Baseball Leagues; 14 leagues and 96 clubs played the first season in 1902.

[image: image]  1921: Agreement signed to allow major league teams to own minor league teams.

[image: image]  1933: Joe DiMaggio plays his first pro season for San Francisco (Pacific Coast League).

[image: image]  1946: Jackie Robinson debuts with the Montreal Royals (International League).

[image: image]  1954: Joe Bauman becomes the greatest home-run hitter in pro-baseball history, hitting 72 for Roswell (NM) in the Longhorn League, a record that stood until Barry Bonds hit 73 for San Francisco in 2001.

[image: image]  1982: The largest crowd in minor league history—65,666—watches an American Association game (and a giant fireworks show) at Denver’s Mile High Stadium on July 4.

[image: image]  1999: The NAPBL changes its name to Minor League Baseball.






Durham bubbles with a host of gourmet eateries, but for the real Bull Durham experience, don’t miss Bullock’s Bar-B-Cue (3330 Quebec Dr., 919-383-3211), a Carolina classic. Grab takeout, rent a copy of the movie at the video store, and spend your postgame hours steeped in Durham style.

Chain lodgings abound; for more ambience, check out bed-and-breakfasts like Carol’s Garden Inn (2412 S. Alston Ave., 877-922-6777, www.carolsgardeninn.com), where rooms start at $85. Eno River State Park (919-383-1686, www.ncparks.gov) offers basic campsites a few miles from Durham.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Durham Convention & Visitors Bureau, 101 E. Morgan St., Durham, NC 27701, www.durham-nc.com, 800-446-8604.





 sleep in an american icon

CALIFORNIA & TENNESSEE

Don’t throw the past away

You might need it some rainy day

Dreams can come true again

When everything old is new again


—SONGWRITER CAROLE BAYER SAGER, “EVERYTHING OLD IS NEW AGAIN” (1974)

 

12 | In these fast-moving times, reinvention has become a way of life. It can also be a vacation when you book into a lighthouse, ship, or train turned hotel. You’ll be sleeping in history—with modern conveniences.

 

Chattanooga Choo-Choo, Chattanooga, Tennessee. Now a hundred years old, the Chattanooga Choo-Choo—inspiration for the Glenn Miller orchestra’s 1940s classic, “Pardon Me Boys, Is That the Chattanooga Choo Choo?”—recently spent four million dollars sprucing up its guest rooms, gardens, and the Grand Dome Lobby.

Wait, isn’t this a train? Well, yes and no. The steam locomotives that once ran through the city are now museum pieces. In 1973, the station terminal was transformed into a hotel that today encompasses restaurants, gardens, pools, and a model railroad. The hotel’s 323 guest rooms are located in restored Victorian train cars and adjacent terminal buildings.

Rooms in the buildings start at $100 with advance purchase online, while sleeping in a train car starts around $155; all include wireless Internet access. No time for an overnight stay? Stop in for a taste of history at the Sweet Stop ice-cream shop, the Silver Diner eatery, or the Station House, where servers double as performers and sing for your supper.

Chattanooga Choo-Choo, 1400 Market St., 423-266-5000, www.choochoo.com; Chattanooga Area Convention & Visitors Bureau, 2 Broad St., Chattanooga, TN 37402, 800-322-3344, www.chattanoogafun.com.

 

Delta King, Sacramento, California. Live your Maverick fantasies by spending a night aboard the Delta King. Born in 1927 as a river boat paddling the Sacramento River, the Delta King offered up booze, gambling, and jazz during the ten-hour trip from Sacramento to San Francisco—quite an excursion during Prohibition. The Great Depression brought the fun to a halt, and during World War II the King was drafted into service as a barracks, troop-transport, and hospital ship.


Afterward, the King became something of a derelict. In the mid-1980s the ship was stunningly restored with plenty of wood paneling and traditional decor. Since the late 1980s, the 285-foot paddle wheeler has made its home on the Sacramento River, moored at historic Old Sacramento as a hotel and restaurant. You can often catch a rate of about $100 per night including breakfast unless there’s a special event on board. Alternative: Go for lunch, when a simple meal costs less than $10.

When you get off the boat, be sure to wander Old Sacramento (916-558-3912, www.oldsacramento.com), a 28-acre gold-mining historic district with raised wooden sidewalks and Old West flavor.

Delta King, 1000 Front St., 916-444-5464, www.deltaking.com; Sacramento Convention & Visitors Bureau, 1608 I St., Sacramento, CA 95814, 800-292-2334 or 916-264-7777, www.sacramentocvb.org.

 

Delta Queen, Chattanooga, Tennessee. The Delta King’s sister ship, the Delta Queen enjoyed a more vaunted fate—at least for a while. Built and launched into service at the same time as the King, in 1947 the Delta Queen was sold, crated, and towed through the Panama Canal to New Orleans before she steamed under her own power to Pittsburgh for renovations.

From 1948 until 2008, the ship sailed the Mississippi as a tourist cruiser. In June 2009, the Delta Queen welcomed her first overnight guest as a hotel moored in Chattanooga. Rates start around $100 per night for a double, though a bunk room can cost about $20 less. Dinner and dancing are offered in the supper club, where a three-course fixed-price dinner costs $35.

Delta Queen, 100 River St., 423-468-4500, www.deltaqueenhotel.com; Chattanooga Area Convention & Visitors Bureau, 2 Broad St., Chattanooga, TN 37402, 800-322-3344, www.chattanoogafun.com.

 

Queen Mary, Long Beach, California. When she was launched in the 1930s, the Queen Mary was the belle of the seas, carrying nearly 2,000 passengers at 28.5 knots as she steamed across the Atlantic Ocean. Like most ships of her day, she was pressed into military service during World War II. Once those days were behind her, the Queen Mary sailed once again in style—even hosting the Queen Mother. Her last voyage, in 1967, brought her to Long Beach, California, where she became a hotel.

An overnight stay starts around $100 for a double room. Alternatively, you can take a ship’s tour; a two-hour self-guided tour costs about $25 and includes a walk-through show on ghostly onboard happenings.

Queen Mary, 1126 Queen’s Hwy., 877-342-0738, www.queenmary.com; Long Beach Area Convention & Visitors Bureau, 1 World Trade Center, 800-452-7829, www.visitlongbeach.com.

 


Lighthouse hostels, northern California coast. Renting a lighthouse or staying in a lighthouse turned bed-and-breakfast sounds oh so romantic. It can also be oh so expensive. The northern California coast offers a cozy alternative: Lighthouse turned hostel. Hostelling International (HI) offers you two choices. And no, you don’t have to be 20 to stay in one; and no, you don’t necessarily have to sleep in a bunk.

At Pigeon Point Lighthouse Hostel (650-879-0633), 50 miles south of San Francisco, lodging isn’t inside the 1872 lighthouse itself but in its shadow, in the former lighthouse keepers’ quarters. Dorm rooms have six beds and cost $23–$25 per adult. Private rooms are available and cost $59–$68 for a single, $64–$76 for a double. The hostel makes a good base for exploring nearby redwood forests, as well as the breeding grounds for northern elephant seals at Año Nuevo State Park (650-879-20257, www.parks.ca.gov, $7).

About 25 miles south of San Francisco stands Point Montara Lighthouse Hostel (650-728-7177). Accommodations are in former Coast Guard quarters. Dorm rooms cost $23–$25 per person. Private rooms for one, two, or three people cost $63–$105. Set above a rugged coast, Point Montara offers convenient access to the picturesque town of Half Moon Bay.

Hostelling International Northern California Hostels, 415-863-1444, www.norcalhostels.org.



STAY IN A HOSTEL

Hostels aren’t just for college-age kids anymore. Most—including more than a hundred in the United States—accept travelers of all ages, including families. “A lot of people who were familiar with hosteling in the 1960s and ’70s came back to it as families or later in life,” says Mark Vidalin, marketing director for Hostelling International (HI) USA.

Still, the majority of hostel guests fall between the ages of 18 and 30, Vidalin says. At HI hostels, guests under 18 are allowed, but they must be with a parent or guardian. Nonmembers may stay at most HI hostels, but they pay slightly more per night, and members may get priority during busy periods. An HI adult membership costs $28. HI hostels are listed at www.hiusa.org.

Not all hostels are members of HI. You can find listings and reviews and reserve non-HI hostels at www.bootsnall.com and www.hostels.com.

Baby boomers who haven’t stayed in a hostel since college are in for a few surprises:


[image: image]  Shared facilities have been expanded, often including a kitchen and laundry. Some hostels now offer private rooms as well as dorm accommodations.

[image: image]  Nearly all have Internet access, and nearly all accept reservations.

[image: image]  Sleeping bags typically aren’t allowed; many if not most hostels now include sheets, soap, and towels with your stay.



But one thing hasn’t changed: Waterproof shower shoes and a padlock for security are still a good idea.








 visit the nation’s capital

WASHINGTON, D.C.

I never forget that I live in a house owned by all the American people and that I have been given their trust.


—PRESIDENT FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT (1938)

 

13 | Taking in the sights of Washington, D.C., is always a worthy pursuit. Most of the renowned Smithsonian Institution museums—and many other monuments—are located on or near the National Mall, the 1.9-mile swathe of green running from the Capitol steps to the Lincoln Memorial. All sights are free, unless noted.

Start your visit with a tour of the U.S. Capitol (1st St. NE/SE, www.visitthecapitol.gov, closed Sun.), at the head of the National Mall. In late 2009 a new underground, three-level 621-million-dollar visitor center opened, complete with a restaurant and restrooms. Even if you aren’t taking a tour of the Capitol, the center is worth a visit for its statues of 24 patriots formerly in the Capitol, an orientation film, and historic artifacts, including the pine platform on which President Lincoln’s body lay in state. To tour the legislature, book in advance through the visitor center or through your congressperson; the visitor center has a limited number of same-day tickets. Weekday mornings are usually the least crowded times. Large daypacks and luggage are not allowed.

The west side of the Capitol faces the National Mall. A treasure trove of museums lines the stretch of Mall between 3rd and 14th Streets; all lie within walking distance. The East and West Buildings of the National Gallery of Art (Constitution Ave. bet. 3rd & 7th Sts. NW, www.nga.gov) contains a comprehensive collection of Western masterpieces. The National Gallery of Art is the only museum on the Mall that is not part of the Smithsonian Institution.

The National Museum of the American Indian (Independence Ave. & 4th St. SW, 202-633-6700, www.nmai.si.edu) stands opposite the National Gallery of Art East Building. Historical photographs, ethnographic displays, and exhibits trace the history of America’s First People through their own eyes rather than those of the white settlers. Farther down the Mall stands the National Air and Space Museum (Independence Ave. & 6th St. SW, 202-633-2214, www.nasm.si.edu), home to airplanes, rockets, and space rocks, including the original 1903 Wright brothers flyer and the lunar module used in the Apollo program. Tours are offered daily at 10:30 a.m. and 1 p.m. The museum has an outpost near Dulles Airport, the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center (14390 Air and Space Museum Pkwy., Chantilly, VA, 703-572-4118), for larger aircraft and objects, including the space shuttle Enterprise.


Back on the Mall, the National Museum of American History (Constitution Ave. & 14th St. NW, http://americanhistory.si.edu) is home to Dorothy’s “ruby slippers” from The Wizard of Oz, Julia Child’s kitchen, and exhibits on the First Ladies.

Less visited by families, but worth the time, are a handful of Smithsonian art museums, the majority on the Mall:


[image: image]  American Art Museum. Home to Albert Bierstadt’s “Among the Sierra Nevada” and Georgia O’Keeffe’s “Manhattan.” 8th & F Sts. NW, 202-633-7970.

[image: image]  Freer and Sackler Galleries. Asian art. 1050 Independence Ave. SW, 202-633-1000.

[image: image]  Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Gallery. Modern art including works by Alex Katz, Alexander Calder, and David Smith. Independence Ave. & 7th St. SW, 202-633-4674.

[image: image]  National Museum of African Art. Textiles, masks, and musical instruments. 950 Independence Ave. SW, 202-633-4600.

[image: image]  National Portrait Gallery. Showcase for Gilbert Stuart’s most famous portrait of George Washington, plus portraits of revered Americans like singer Lena Horne and sports hero Yogi Berra. 800 F St. NW, 202-633-8300.



The Mall is equally known for its iconic memorials. Walking west from 14th Street toward the Lincoln Memorial, you’ll first pass the obelisk of the Washington Monument, honoring our nation’s first President; the tributes to the soldiers of World War II, the Vietnam War, and the Korean War; and then the Reflecting Pool. South of the Washington Monument, the stately Thomas Jefferson Memorial overlooks the Tidal Basin, while the sprawling Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial lies hidden behind a screen of the basin’s famous cherry blossom trees.

Beyond the National Mall, there are a few other sights every visitor to D.C. should see. The most famous house in America stands at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW: the White House, the office and residence of the President. Peer through the wrought-iron fence on its north or south side for quintessential views. The White House is a high-security zone—but it is possible to visit it if you make the request at least 30 days in advance through your congressperson. Details are available at www.whitehouse.gov. If you’re unable to schedule a tour, visit the White House Visitor Center (corner of 15th & E Sts., NW), which has many exhibits featuring White House artifacts.

One of the Washington area’s most moving sights lies just across the Potomac River in Arlington, Virginia. Arlington National Cemetery (214 McNair Rd., 703-607-8000, www.arlingtoncemetery.org) is a grim testament to the fact that freedom is earned with a staggering price. Set on a wooded hillside, the cemetery is home to the Tomb of the Unknowns, honoring fallen unidentified soldiers from World War I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War; and the grave site of John F. Kennedy, one of the two U.S. Presidents buried here. Many visitors reach the cemetery by walking across Memorial Bridge, behind the Lincoln Memorial, but you can also take the Metro, the D.C.-area subway.



$PLURGE

FIND OUT WHO IS WATCHING YOU

Recent years have seen a revolution in news delivery, as cable TV, blogs, and the Internet have played growing roles in informing the public of local, national, and global events. The Newseum (555 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, 888-639-7386, www.newseum.com, $19.95)—the museum of news, journalism, and media—explores both the past and future of the news in a series of programs, exhibits, and events. You can see Tim Russert’s NBC office, learn about presidential pets, and discover how the FBI’s 10 Most Wanted list got started. Between films, photographs, and an interactive newsroom where you decide how to cover the day’s news, you’ll need several hours.

Check out the “watchers” you don’t read about—except in the novels of John Le Carré and Vince Flynn—at the International Spy Museum (800 F St. NW, 202-393-7798, www.spymuseum.org, $18). Find out what it takes to be a spy, see the historic tools of the trade, and learn the price of traitors. The museum is especially eerie on Fridays and Saturdays, when it’s open at night. Children’s programs are also offered.




Another painful, but worthy, lesson comes back in Washington at the Holocaust Memorial Museum (100 Raoul Wallenberg Pl. SW, 202-488-0400, www.ushmm.org), where the heart-wrenching permanent exhibit offers a stark reminder of the consequences of cruelty. During summer months, reserving (free) timed tickets is advised.

When it comes time to chow down, hit one of the popular happy hour deals, where you’ll find discounted drinks and eats from 4:30 or 5 p.m. to around 7 p.m. Monday through Friday. Offers change regularly; see http://washington.org/visiting/experience-dc/foodie-experience/happy-hours-cheap-eats for an up-to-date list.

Now, about lodging. As in other business cities, you’ll often find the best hotel deals on weekends, especially during the winter. Laura Boyd, a frequent visitor, recommends the website bedand breakfast.com for well-located lodgings at value prices. For other alternatives, check out lodging across the Potomac River in historic Alexandria, Virginia (703-746-3301, http://visitalexandriava.com), a short Metro ride away.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Destination D.C., 901 7th St. NW, Washington, DC 20001, 202-789-7000, www.washington.org.

National Mall and Memorial Parks, www.nps.gov/nama.

Smithsonian Institution museums, www.si.edu.





 learn the culture of the first americans

NATIONWIDE

Don’t be afraid to cry. It will free your mind of sorrowful thoughts.


—HOPI PROVERB

 

14 | It wasn’t so long ago that Native American “culture” was confined to the movies and Indian reservations. But in recent years, the artwork and traditions of America’s first peoples have become more appreciated—and more accessible. Pueblos once closed to outsiders now offer tours. Powwows showcasing drummers and dancers in traditional costumes draw thousands of non-Indian visitors. Major museums dedicated to the art of the First Americans have opened.

Tribes themselves have become major players on the national tourism scene, developing hotels decorated with traditional crafts and interpretive centers featuring storytellers and crafts. On some longer tours, tribal members escort visitors into Indian lands.

 

Attend a powwow. A parade of tribal peoples in fringed and feathered dress starts the ceremonial gathering. But this is far more than movie-style spectacle; tribal gatherings often are a combination of heritage celebration, dance contest, drum competition, social get-together, and marketplace. They are also a sacred tradition. Dancers move in the clockwise pattern of the sun, their circle representing the unity of life. Ornaments and regalia may honor an event in the wearer’s life or a special religious tradition.

The Gathering of Nations (505-836-2810, www.gatheringofnations.com) in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is one of the largest and best known powwows. Each April, this three-day event draws 75,000 people to partake in dances, ceremonies, crafts, traditional foods, and the Miss Indian World Talent Presentation and Show. Tickets start at $19. Non-Indians are welcome, but you’ll want to know the etiquette: Stand for the entry of the eagle staff. Don’t point with your finger. Never touch any regalia or ornamentation.

 

Visit the Mesa Verde cliff dwellings. For more than 600 years, ancestral Puebloans—also called Anasazi—made their homes in what is now Mesa Verde National Park (www.nps.gov/meve, 970-529-4465). Simple shelters on mesa tops gave way to sometimes elaborate stone villages of a hundred-plus rooms carved into the sandstone cliffs below. By around 1300 these people moved away, but the 4,800 or so sites they left behind—including the 150-room Cliff Palace—can be seen by visitors to the Four Corners region, where Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah meet.

To do the place justice, you’ll want at least a couple of days. Your best bet is to visit between April and October. The park—an hour from Cortez, Colorado—is open year-round but some facilities are closed in winter, when tours are more limited. You can visit the archaeological museum and some sites on your own, but the Cliff Palace, Balcony House, and Spruce Tree House can only be visited on a ranger-led tour (additional nominal fee).

Park entry costs $10–$15, depending on the time of year. Bare campsites and base camps outfitted with a canvas tent and cots are available at Morefield Campground. Far View Lodge is open late April to mid-October. All park lodging and dining facilities are run by Aramark (800-449-2288, www.visitmesaverde.com).



$PLURGE

TAKE A TRIBAL TOUR

Expert-led tours are rarely the least expensive way to visit any place, but seeing Native American sites through the eyes of a local tribesman may be worth the splurge.


[image: image]  Billie Swamp Safari, Florida Everglades. Here, on the 2,200-acre Big Cypress Preserve, members of the Seminole Tribe offer tours by swamp buggy and airboat through the swamplands and hammocks. Overnight visitors get the full immersion, with campfire storytelling, an after-dark tour of the swamp, and a stay in a traditional open-air chickee, a thatched dwelling without running water or electricity.
 Entrance to the Billie Swamp Safari is free. Daytime activities, including swamp buggy and airboat tours and wildlife shows, are ticketed à la carte at prices beginning at $8. Day packages including all activities start at $43 for adults. Overnight packages cost about $100 per person.
 The tribe’s nearby Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum is home to more than 5,000 square feet of exhibits and artifacts. Billie Swamp Safari, 800-949-6101, www.swampsafari.net.

[image: image]  Goulding’s Lodge, Monument Valley, Arizona. From this lodge located 170 miles north of Flagstaff, Arizona, Navajo guides lead half-and full-day tours of Monument Valley that visit petroglyphs, hogans, stone arches, and Anasazi ruins. Tours start at around $40 per adult. An original trading post has been transformed into a museum. The restaurant serves Navajo and American dishes. Campsites are available from $25; cabins are also available. Goulding’s Lodge, 435-727-3231, www.gouldings.com.

[image: image]  Lodgepole Gallery and Tipi Village, near Browning, Montana. A half-day cultural history tour for four people with a historian and artist who is also a Blackfeet tribal member costs $100. The excursion includes stops at a medicine lodge, tipi ring, and buffalo jump. You can also spend the night in a tipi ($65 for two people; bring your own sleeping bag) and dine on traditional foods like elk and buffalo. Horseback riding, art workshops, and lectures are also offered. Lodgepole Gallery and Tipi Village, www.blackfeetculturecamp.com.






[image: image]

The Mesa Verde area is a treasure trove of Native American sites, and if you’ve got time you may also want to visit the ruins of the Lowry Pueblo, which exhibits two cultural traditions; Ute Mountain Tribal Park, where tribe members guide all tours; the Anasazi Heritage Center, a museum that’s home to three million artifacts; the Cortez Cultural Center, an interpretive center with exhibits and gallery; and the Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, which offers one-day programs with a tour of an archaeological site.

You’ll find visitor information to all online at www.swcolo.org.



NATIVE AMERICAN MUSEUMS

The number of museums dedicated to Native American culture and those with significant collections have increased in recent years. The following are among the many worth visiting:


[image: image]  Heard Museum, Phoenix, Arizona. Expansive historical exhibits plus a stunning selection of Kachina dolls. Heard Museum, 2301 N. Central Ave., 602-252-8344, www.heard.org, $12.

[image: image]  Museum of Anthropology, Vancouver, B.C. Changing exhibits but a wide-ranging display of masks and objects from Canada’s First Peoples. Museum of Anthropology, 6393 NW Marine Dr., 604-822-5087, www.moa.ubc.ca, $14.

[image: image]  National Museum of the American Indian, Washington, D.C. Historical photographs, ethnographic displays, and exhibits trace the history of America’s First People through their own eyes. National Museum of the American Indian, Independence Ave. & 4th St. SW, 202-633-6700, www.nmai.si.edu.










 ride historic rails

NATIONWIDE

It would be difficult, indeed, to overestimate the transcendent importance of the part the railroad has played in making the Nation what it is to-day.


—AUTHOR CHARLES FREDERICK CARTER, WHEN RAILROADS WERE NEW (1910)

 

15 | From the time the first rail ties were laid down in the early 1830s, railways made remote areas of the United States accessible, kick-starting settlement and tourism from coast to coast. Though interstates and air carriers have since taken over the job, a handful of historic train routes remain.

As you chug up a mountain on a narrow-gauge rail, you get that sense of what an adventure such a ride must have been more than a century ago, when so much of the country was untamed and, to most people, unknown.

“Today’s diesels and the electric locomotives don’t have anywhere near the drama and romance of the old steam engines,” laments science writer Stuart Brown, a longtime railway enthusiast.

Neither, unfortunately, do many up-to-date lodgings. Thankfully, many historic trains are set in woodsy areas where campsites are plentiful—and wallet friendly. Leave the iPod and other modern-day gadgets at home and prepare to truly step back in time aboard these wondrous marvels of transportation.

 

Mount Washington Cog Railway, New Hampshire. The British may have pioneered the steam engine, but Americans built the first mountain-climbing cog railway. In 1869, when the Mount Washington Railway opened as a tourist attraction in the White Mountains, it was an engineering coup: 3 miles of track leading up the 6,288-foot-high granite face of the highest mountain in the Northeast. At a 37-degree angle, it remains the second steepest railway in the world—and the only one built entirely on a trestle.



AMTRAK & RAIL CANADA

Today’s commuter rails and long-distance trains do not offer the glamour of rail travel gone by, but they still offer one of the great luxuries of train travel: watching the scenery go by. Promotional sales make it affordable as well.


[image: image]  Amtrak. Though the railway’s routes are more limited than in olden days, you can still roll from north to south and across the United States. Amtrak, www.amtrak.com.

[image: image]  Rail Canada. The railway offers trips from coast to coast; for the ultimate trip, book a cross-country winter jaunt on a train with a glass-domed car. Rail Canada, www.viarail.ca.








MORE HISTORIC RAILWAY EXCURSIONS


[image: image]  Copper Canyon, Mexico. Opened in the 1960s after nearly a century of construction, the Copper Canyon Railway (www.mexicoscoppercanyon.com, www.visitmexico.com)—the adventurous Chihuahua-al-Pacifico or El Chepe—links the Pacific coast with the desert interior via 390 miles of track in northwest Mexico.

[image: image]  Durango, Colorado. Using reproductions and restored trains from the 1880s, the Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad (479 Main Ave., 970-247-2733, www.durangotrain.com) offers year-round service through some of the Rockies’ most beautiful landscapes.

[image: image]  Roanoke, Virginia. The Virginia Museum of Transportation (303 Norfolk Ave. SW, 540-342-5670, www.vmt.org) is home to a remarkable collection of vintage locomotives, while the nearby O. Winston Link Museum (101 Shenandoah Ave., 540-982-5465, www.linkmuseum.org) features stunning railway images by the late photographer that will transform the way you think of trains.

[image: image]  San Francisco, California. The Market Street Railway uses genuine early 20th-century cable cars, and streetcars carry commuters and visitors over the West Coast city’s famous hills as part of the San Francisco Municipal Railroad. Single rides cost $5. Learn about both types of railcars at the San Francisco Railway Museum (77 Steuart St., 415-974-1948, www.streetcar.org, closed Mon.).






True to the original cars, the railway’s reproduction wooden cars feature open windows, so beware: Even in midsummer the temperature as you ascend the mountain can go from warm to chilly to downright arctic—bring a jacket just in case. Mount Washington features some of the planet’s most extreme weather, as documented and monitored since 1932 by the Mount Washington Observatory, which maintains an interesting mountaintop museum (www.mountwashington.org, $3).

The three-hour round-trip ride runs May through November and includes enough time at the top to check out the views and the museum, grab lunch, and listen to the hikers who have made the trek on foot.

[image: image]

Beyond the railway, the beauty of the White Mountains beckons. Local outfitters can help you plan and execute kayaking, mountain biking, fishing, and horseback riding adventures. Or just bring your own gear or stick with hiking; the views are free. So are the more than two dozen historic covered bridges strewn about the countryside. This isn’t Madison County, but the romance is just as rich.

The museum at the base of the Mount Washington Cog Railway is free; a ride on the rail costs $62. For information about camping, lodging, state parks, outdoor recreation, and covered bridges, see www.visitwhitemountains.com.

Mount Washington Cog Railway, Base Rd., Bretton Woods, 800-922-8825, www.thecog.com.

 

White Pass & Yukon Route, Alaska. When a gold claim was registered at the Yukon’s Klondike River in 1896, droves of prospectors surged to Skagway, Alaska, the closest seaport. From there, prospectors faced a daunting overland trek across the steep peaks of the Coast Mountains separating Alaska and British Columbia. The solution: The White Pass & Yukon Route railway, a 110-mile engineering marvel requiring tens of thousands of laborers and 450 tons of explosives, and completed in just 26 months.

The first 67.5 miles of the narrow-gauge rail route now operate as a tourist attraction from May to September.

The 3.5-hour round-trip White Pass excursion is popular with cruisers but costs $110. For a less expensive option, book the railway’s hiker drop-off service to the trailheads for day hikes to Denver Glacier or Laughton, starting at $31.50 round-trip (reservations required). At either trailhead, you can stay overnight in a railcar turned cabin run by the Forest Service. The town has a hostel and several campgrounds.

Much of Skagway forms part of Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park (907-983-2921, www.nps.gov/klgo)—which means free ranger-led walking tours of the town and maintained trails for day hikes and longer hauls along the 33-mile Chilkoot Trail, tracing the onetime path of the prospectors. The park’s visitor center is open May through late September. After you’ve seen the exhibits about the hardships of building the railway, you’ll be grateful it’s all in the past.

White Pass & Yukon Route, 231 2nd Ave., Skagway, 800-343-7373, www.wpyr.com; Skagway Visitor Center, 907-983-2854, www.skagway.com.





 revisit the cold war

WHITE SULPHUR SPRINGS, WEST VIRGINIA

We don’t propose to sit here in our rocking chair with our hands folded and let the Communists set up any government in the Western Hemisphere.


—PRESIDENT LYNDON BAINES JOHNSON (1965)

 

16 | Between spy novels and movies, the Cold War sometimes seems like a figment of pop culture. But Americans of a certain generation remember all too well the nuclear bomb drills of the 1960s. Berlin was divided by the wall. American warheads were pointed at Russian warheads and vice versa. When the Soviets placed warhead-armed missiles in Cuba just 90 miles from the Florida coast in 1962, American schools began training children in Cold War safety measures.

You can recall those treacherous days on a bunker tour (300 W. Main St., 800-624-6070 or 304-536-7810, www.greenbrier.com/site/bunker.aspx, $30) at the Greenbrier Resort in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia.

The bunker was designed to shield key members of Congress. The resort—a longtime favorite of the posh and the powerful, including Presidents and industrial barons—offered easy access from Washington (a train still rolls right to its gates) but was far enough to avoid nuclear fallout in the event of an attack on the capital. And who would expect a secret government hideout on the grounds of an exclusive resort?

A 25-ton door of steel and concrete would secure the powerful 720 feet underground. Congressional leaders would sleep in dormitory bunks and subsist on freeze-dried beef, breathe filtered air, and drink from an underground water tank. The 112,544-square-foot hutch feels grim—just like the times they were built for. Reservations are required for the 90-minute tour and children under the age of 10 are not admitted.



$PLURGE

WHITE-WATER RAFTING

West Virginia is famous for its white-water rafting, especially along the New and Gauley Rivers northwest of White Sulphur Springs. The water typically is wildest in spring, and unless you’re a white-water expert, you’ll need to join an organized trip—usually around $100 per adult. You’ll find tamer—and cheaper—alternatives at the Greenbrier River Campground (800-775-2203, www.greenbrierriver.com), where a river tube, shuttle ride, and life jacket costs $17.50. Tent campsites here start at $21.50; RV sites are also available. If you’d prefer to stay inside, check out the Dawson Inn (2625 Lawn Rd., Dawson, 877-332-3349) where rooms start at $63 a night.







MORE COLD WAR ATTRACTIONS

In recent years, a number of formerly closed Cold War government sites have opened to tours. Group sizes are limited, and most require advance reservations. Here are few worth considering:


[image: image]  Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. Located in the heart of South Dakota’s Black Hills, this site offers tours Monday through Friday in winter and Monday through Saturday in summer. Visitors with limited time can take a peek at a Minuteman II missile; those with deeper interest can sign up for a 90-minute guided tour of the living quarters, the underground launch control center, and the launch facility. Tours are free but reservations are required. Minuteman Missile National Historic Site, 605-433-5552, www.nps.gov/mimi.

[image: image]  Nike Hercules Missile Site. Set in the Florida Everglades, this site was a reaction to the Cuban missile crisis that put the world on edge. For years the government denied its existence. Guided driving tours of the site are now offered on weekends during winter months only; the tours are free with park admission. You must have a car; reservations are recommended. Nike Hercules Missile Site, 305-242-7700, www.nps.gov/ever/planyourvisit/nikemissle.htm.

[image: image]  Nike Missile Site. This site in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Recreation Area is one of the 288 Nike missile sites built by the U.S. Army as the last defense against a Soviet nuclear attack. Guided tours are offered Wednesday through Friday in the afternoons. On the first Saturday of each month, docents share real-life experiences from Nike missile sites. Nike Missile Site, 415-331-1453, www.nps.gov/goga/nike-missile-site.htm.






The tour is a bit of a splurge, but thankfully the surrounding countryside is filled with parks, scenic byways, and cozy small towns, which means there’s plenty to check out that’s free or cheap.

Want to open the car windows and let the countryside roll by? The Greenbrier Valley is home to five designated scenic byways, including the Farm Heritage Road that passes fields and barns little changed in the past 200 years, and the Lower Greenbrier River Byway, which follows its namesake waterway through the town of Alderson, home to a restored Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad depot and a historic arched bridge. Information for both is available at http://wvcommerce.org/travel/gettinghere/wvbyways/newgreenbrier.aspx.

You can also toodle along U.S. 60, known as the Midland Trail (www.midlandtrail.com), a national scenic byway stretching 180 miles from White Sulphur Springs to the Kentucky–Ohio–West Virginia border. Just 10 miles from White Sulphur Springs lies the cozy colonial-era town of Lewisburg; its downtown, filled with shops and galleries, has been named one of a dozen Distinctive Destinations by the National Trust for Historical Preservation. Be sure to drop in for homemade soups and pastries plus a chicken BLT for lunch or roasted pork shank for dinner at the Stardust Café (102 E. Washington St., 304-647-3663).


Just north of town on Fairview Road is Lost World Caverns (304-645-6677, www.lostworldcaverns.com, $12 self-guided tour), a natural underground cave system that is home to the 30-ton stalactite dubbed the Snow Chandelier and the 28-foot stalagmite called the War Club.

For more natural pursuits, check out the nearby 5,100-acre Greenbrier State Forest (304-536-1944, www.greenbriersf.com) in Caldwell, with 13 miles of hiking and biking trail, plus an archery court, horseshoes, and a pool. Cabins start at $66 per night, depending on the season, campsites at $20. The 79-mile Greenbrier River Trail (www.greenbrierrivertrail.com) along a former railroad right-of-way is popular with hikers and bikers.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Greenbrier County Convention & Visitors Bureau, 540 N. Jefferson St., Ste. N, Lewisburg, WV 24901, 800-833-2068, www.greenbrierwv.com.





 take a road trip

NATIONWIDE

See the USA in Your Chevrolet


—COMMERCIAL JINGLE (1949)

 

17 | As a nation, we’ve done it by Conestoga wagon, VW minibus, and the family SUV, and it’s been memorialized in movies as iconic as National Lampoon’s Vacation and Little Miss Sunshine. No vacation is more truly American than a road trip. But a journey can be much more than motorized sightseeing. It’s a time for bonding and accumulating junk-food wrappers on the floorboard. Planned right it offers a chance to experience parts of the country too often bypassed when traveling via interstates and airplanes. It’s a rite of passage, a tradition everyone should experience at least once.

Both co-authors of this book have passed thousands of hours on highways and country roads. Jane Wooldridge once took 28 days to drive a zigzaggy 5,000 miles from Miami to Seattle, relying on e-mailed tips from strangers to choose her route. Larry Bleiberg has done his share of transcontinental travel: wheeling it from Virginia to Idaho, Kentucky to British Columbia, and each time emerging from the car bleary-eyed but a little smarter about his country—and himself. Road trips develop themes and theme songs. Even decades later, when Johnny Cash’s “Folsom Prison Blues” comes on the radio, Larry still flashes back to a middle-of-the-night drive across West Virginia with his younger brother.

A trip shouldn’t be aimless wandering. It needs a goal, a purpose, an excuse to take you off the main routes and fill your mind with memories. Here are three ideas around which to structure a road trip.

 

Lake Superior Route. Circle one of the world’s largest inland seas on a fascinating two-nation vacation that will cover more than 1,100 miles. Tip: Remember to bring your passport, as you’ll need it to reenter the United States. Going clockwise from Duluth, Minnesota, you’ll hit Thunder Bay, Ontario, home to one of the largest populations of Finns outside Helsinki. Have a bargain meal of Finnish pancakes or smoked salmon at the Hoito Restaurant (314 Bay St., 807-345-6323). You’ll love the lake scenery along the north shore, then stop to gawk at the giant Canada goose statue in Wawa, Ontario, and finally watch ships slip through the locks at Sault Ste. Marie. Back in Michigan, consider a side trip to car-free Mackinac Island, if only for free samples of fudge at its famous shops. Then it’s across the Upper Peninsula, with sites like Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore (906-387-3700, www.nps.gov/piro) and into Wisconsin, for a detour to the Apostle Islands (715-779-3397, www.nps.gov/apis).

North of Superior Tourism Association, 920 Tungsten St., Ste. 206, Thunder Bay, ON P7B 5Z6, Canada, 800-265-3951, www.lakesuperiorcircletour.info.

 

Pacific Coast Highway. This route can take you all the way from San Diego to northern California—and beyond. Pick a section or drive it all. Central California offers Santa Barbara, the unforgettable Big Sur coastline, and Monterey. You can get your fill of sightseeing at places like San Simeon’s Hearst Castle (750 Hearst Castle Rd., 805-927-2020, www.hearstcastle.org) and San Jose’s Winchester Mystery House (525 S. Winchester Blvd., 408-247-2101, www.winchestermysteryhouse.com). And everyone, it seems, wants to stop at San Luis Obispo’s Madonna Inn (100 Madonna Rd., 805-543-3000, www.madonnainn.com), many to take a peek at the waterfall urinal in the men’s bathroom.

North of San Francisco, you’ll find dramatic coastline at Point Reyes National Seashore (415-464-5100, www.nps.gov/pore) and fun strolling in towns like Mendocino and Fort Bragg. If possible, drive the route north to south, so you can have an unobstructed view of the ocean.

California Travel & Tourism Commission, P.O. Box 1499, Sacramento, CA 95812, 877-225-4367, www.visitcalifornia.com.

 

Pony Express National Historic Trail. Wending from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Sacramento, California, this 2,000-mile trail passes through several distinct geographic zones: the Great Plains, the Rocky Mountains, the Salt Lake Desert, and the Sierra Nevada.



RULES OF THE ROAD


[image: image]  Put someone in charge of music and bring plenty of it. If your car doesn’t have a plug for an MP3 player, get a radio transmitter. You don’t want to be stuck listening to the same CDs again and again and again.

[image: image]  Bring a cooler packed with water and healthy snacks. But don’t neglect the unhealthy ones, too. Part of the charm of a road trip is nibbling on Swedish Fish, beef jerky, or boiled peanuts.

[image: image]  Make plenty of stops. If a historical marker or an unusual store catches your attention, pull over and take a look. But limit your visits to obvious tourist traps. They can break a budget quickly.

[image: image]  If you’re going to play DVDs for younger travelers, at least pack a few about the area you’re visiting. An educational video about the Oregon Trail has much more meaning when you’re actually driving the route.

[image: image]  Pull over when you’re tired, or switch drivers. It’s not a race to a finish line. The going is the goal.







Pony Express riders typically covered about 75 miles a day—you’ll be able to do that before lunch, and still have time to explore the Pony Express Home Station No. 1 (106 S. 8th St., 800-752-3965) in Marysville, Kansas; the original barn forms part of a museum open mid-April to October. Consider finding a motel in Kearney, Nebraska (rooms at the Microtel Inn & Suites run about $75; 104 W. Talmadge Rd., 308-698-3003, www.microtelinn.com) or keep going—you’re the driver.

[image: image]

You’ll want to hit places like Chimney Rock National Historic Site (308-586-2581, www.nebraskahistory.org/sites/rock) in Bayard, Nebraska, which once signaled the start of the wide-open frontier, and you’ll feel that way even now. Soon the flat plains will give way to Wyoming’s mountains. Plan to stop at the Fort Laramie National Historic Site (307-837-2221, www.nps.gov/fola), an early 19th-century former fur-trading post turned military outpost, and then make sure to visit the road trip icon, Little America travel center (Exit 68 off I-80, 888-652-9042, www.littleamerica.com/wyoming). Once just a giant truck stop, it’s now a destination itself, with a motel and restaurants. Rooms run about $80.

For a real adventure, detour on to Utah’s Pony Express Trail National Back Country Byway (800-748-4361, www.byways.org/explore/byways/68993), a route that traces well-maintained gravel and dirt roads across endless vistas of U.S. Bureau of Land Management property, skirting the southern edge of the Salt Lake Desert. Be sure to top off your gas tank before driving this desolate 130-mile byway. After that adventure you deserve a good night’s sleep. Head back to I-80 and West Wendover, Nevada, which has chain motels and a few casinos.

Stop next at Sand Springs Station, near Fallon, Nevada. Look for historical markers and ATVs climbing a 500-foot dune. Bunk down in Reno at a bargain hotel like the Hawthorn Suites (2050 Market St., Reno, 775-786-2500, www.hawthorn.com) for less than $70, or check for last-minute deals at a casino hotel. Before turning in, enjoy a memorable meal at the Santa Fe Hotel (235 Lake St., 775-323-1891), which serves Basque cuisine. A family-style lamb chop dinner runs $14.

Now, it’s on to California and Old Sacramento (916-442-7644, www.oldsacramento.com), where you can commemorate your journey with a photo in front of the Pony Express Statue at Second and J Streets.

Pony Express National Historic Trail, 324 S. State St., Ste. 200, Salt Lake City, UT 84111, 801-741-1012, www.nps.gov/poex; XP Pony Express Home Station, www.xphomestation.com.





 see new york on the cheap

NEW YORK CITY

And New York is the most beautiful city in the world? It is not far from it.


—ESSAYIST AND POET EZRA POUND, “PATRIA MIA” (1912)

 

18 | New York is the city that best captures America’s go-go spirit. And not surprisingly, it also ranks as one of the country’s most expensive destinations—but it doesn’t have to be. Many of its less known attractions are cheap or even free. So is walking the streets—as long as you keep your wallet securely in your pocket. Here are some favorite New York values:


[image: image]  Brooklyn Heights Promenade. The promenade offers unparalleled views of the city, encompassing the Brooklyn Bridge and Staten Island. This esplanade atop the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway is also one of New York’s most romantic spots, especially at sunset. Bet. Montague & Middagh Sts., Brooklyn.

[image: image]  Central Park. New York City’s backyard is big (843 acres) and historic—sheep once grazed in the 150-plus-year-old green space. On any weekend you’ll find joggers circling the reservoir and children climbing on the Alice-in-Wonderland bronze statue at East 74th Street near the Conservatory Water; in summer, would-be Boys of Summer throng the sports diamonds. Some of Central Park’s freebies are well known: Holiday concerts on the Great Lawn and at the Naumberg Bandshell; Shakespeare in the Park performances at the Delacorte Theater; the John Lennon Memorial near the park entrance at 72nd Street and Central Park West. Others are often overlooked, including the 18th-century Dairy (now a history center), the Conservatory Garden at East 105th Street, and the catch-and-release fishing program at the Harlem Meer. A few park attractions charge modest fees, including the Carousel (212-879-0244, $2), the Central Park Zoo (212-439-6500, $10), and, in winter, the Wollman Ice Skating Rink (212-439-6900, Nov.–March, $14). www.centralparknyc.org, www.centralpark.com.

[image: image]  The Cloisters. The entrance ticket to the Metropolitan Museum of Art also includes same-day entry to the Cloisters in Fort Tryon Park at Manhattan’s north end. The Cloisters is what it sounds: a medieval cloister constructed from architectural elements gleaned from various structures in Europe dating from the 12th to 15th centuries. The artworks—chalices, tombs, stained-glass windows, tapestries, and more—hail primarily from the same period. (Hint: Admission prices at the Met are suggestions only; you should pay the full amount, but if you’re really strapped you can pay less.) The Cloisters, 99 Margaret Corbin Dr., 212-923-3700. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1000 5th Ave., 212-535-7710, www.metmuseum.org.

[image: image]  Free museum days. A number of New York City museums and gardens are free one evening a week or month, including the Museum of Modern Art (11 W. 53rd St., 212-708-9400, www.moma.org, Fri. 4 p.m.–8 p.m.), the Morgan Library (225 Madison Ave., 212-685-0008, www.themorgan.org, Fri. 7 p.m.–9 p.m.), and the Whitney Museum (945 Madison Ave., 212-570-3600, www.whitney.org, donation, Fri. 6 p.m.–9 p.m.).


[image: image]  Free walking tours. The Central Park Conservancy (212-360-2726, www.centralparknyc.org) offers free walking tours of the park, exploring its history, ecology, and design; each tour lasts 60 to 90 minutes. Neighborhood development groups offer free walking tours as well: Village Alliance (212-777-2173, www.villagealliance.org, summer only), Lower East Side Business Improvement District (866-224-0206, www.lowereastsideny.com, 2-hr. tour of Orchard St. April–summer), Grand Central Partnership (212-883-2420, www.grandcentralpartnership.org, 90-min. tour of Grand Central Terminal and neighborhood Fri. 12:30 p.m.; meet at 120 Park Ave. in sculpture court), and Municipal Arts Society (http://mas.org, 90-min. tour Tues. 12:30 p.m.; meet at Downtown Information Center, 55 Exchange Pl., Ste. 401, bring photo ID, donation).

[image: image]  New York Federal Reserve Museum. The fortress-like New York Federal Reserve is actually open to the public—or at least parts of it are, with advance reservation. Its museum hosts exhibitions on the history of money and how the Fed works; it’s even possible to visit the gold vault on a free scheduled tour. Requests must be made in advance. New York Federal Reserve, 33 Liberty St., 212-720-6130, www.newyorkfed.org.

[image: image]  Staten Island Ferry. The Staten Island Ferry is one of the world’s great rides—and it’s free. Some 20 million people per year make the journey between Lower Manhattan and Staten Island, the city’s most suburban borough. For most tourists, though, the destination isn’t Staten Island but the hour-long round-trip ride itself, with views of Ellis Island, the Statue of Liberty, and the Lower Manhattan skyline. Staten Island Ferry, 4 South St. (Manhattan), 1 Bay St. (Staten Island), www.siferry.com.





SLEEPING ON THE CHEAP

Though a number of shared-bathroom and value-conscious lodgings have opened in New York and other hot tourist areas in recent years, an increasingly popular option is to rent an apartment or time-share—especially if you’re traveling with a family or several couples.

What you’ll get: more space for your buck. Sometimes you’ll save 50 percent or more over a hotel. In New York, vrbo.com recently listed a two-bedroom apartment in midtown Manhattan for $275 a night and a four-bedroom East Side townhouse for $600 a night. What you’ll likely give up: room service, daily maid service, and, in many cases, 24-hour support.

Lodgings are available through a variety of websites in metro and tourist-friendly areas around the globe. Some websites put you directly in touch with the property owner, who has the final responsibility for delivering the property as promised. Other websites offer only properties that are professionally managed by an on-site company, which means you may have some backup if the property isn’t quite as advertised, or if something goes wrong. Be sure to check out any guarantees. Note that some cities are considering bans on rentals of less than a week.

Ask plenty of questions when looking at listed properties because each is individually owned. Are linens included? Is there a minimum rental required? Does the property have a full kitchen or just a refrigerator? What is the cancellation policy? Is the unit suitable for small children or those with mobility issues? Are there any additional fees beyond the per-night rate? What about parking?

The following sites on the Internet are good places to start your search:


[image: image]  www.homeaway.com: Owned by the same company as vrbo.com, including properties from individuals and some management companies.

[image: image]  www.hotels.com: Click on the “condos” tab to see city and resort rentals.

[image: image]  Hyatt Vacation Club: These resort time-shares are available for nonowners; visit www.hyatt.com; under brands search for Hyatt Vacation Club.

[image: image]  Marriott Vacation Club: Resort time-shares available for nonowners; search from www.marriott.com.

[image: image]  www.vacationroost.com: Specializes in ski and beach destinations.

[image: image]  www.vrbo.com: One of the largest websites, offering tens of thousands of units, mostly offered by individual owners. (Vrbo stands for “vacation rentals by owner.”)

[image: image]  www.zonder.com: All properties listed are professionally managed.






Other “cheap trip” tips to keep in mind when visiting New York City:


[image: image]  Hotels are typically cheaper on weekends and in the coldest winter months. The days just before Thanksgiving and Christmas also yield bargains. Discount travel websites like travel zoo.com and hotels.com can lead you to lodging values.

[image: image]  For meal deals, check online at www.nycgo.com for special dining weeks when fixed-price meals are offered at many local restaurants. Delis dotted around the city offer great value, and often, some of the best comfort food in the city.

[image: image]  For theater tickets, check out the TKTS booths in Times Square, South Street Seaport, and downtown Brooklyn. You’re unlikely to find tickets to the hottest shows but consider the off-Broadway shows, where the drama is often inventive and edgy, and the prices cheaper.



HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

NYC & Company, www.nycgo.com.





 hear cowboy poetry

ELKO, NEVADA

There were poems about dyin’ a’horseback.

Poems about shootin’ a bear.

There even were poems about ol’ beat up cowpokes
 bemoanin’ the loss of their hair.


—BAXTER BLACK, COWBOY POET AND LARGE-ANIMAL VET, “ON THE EDGE OF COMMON SENSE” (1985)

 

19 | The West may be tamed, but the romance of the resilient, self-reliant, and rugged cowboy lives on—and not just in the movies or the local Western bar. The United States remains one of the top beef-producing countries in the world, with more than 93 million cows, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. And though today’s cowboys have access to advanced animal husbandry techniques, iPods, and the Internet, much of the farming requires wide, open spaces and a man on horseback.

From Florida to California, cowboy traditions are celebrated at rodeos, fairs, and cattle drives. But if you want to understand the soul of the men (and women) who ride the range, the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering is the place.

For a week each January since 1985, cowboy poets, storytellers, and musicians gather in Elko, Nevada, for musical performances, poetry readings, sing-alongs, and workshops for young writers. The gathering is organized by the Western Folklife Center, headquartered in the Pioneer Hotel; tickets start at $20 per event.



COW-CULTURE FACTS


[image: image]  Despite doctors’ orders to lay off the red meat, consumers chow down more than 27 billion pounds of U.S. beef per year.

[image: image]  In 2010, the United States was home to 93.7 million cows—about a third the number of people.

[image: image]  The top U.S. states for cattle farming (by number of cows) are, in order, Texas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and California.

[image: image]  The world’s largest cattle ranch, Anna Creek Station in South Australia, is bigger than Israel.

[image: image]  A 1,000-pound cow produces about 80 pounds of manure per day (according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture).






Elko, a place that seems like a long way from anywhere, was chosen for the gathering for just that reason, explains Ryan T. Bell, a cowboy, author, and frequent contributor to Western Horseman magazine. “This is the epicenter of ranching—of buckaroo culture and Basque immigration, and that’s about as cowboy as it gets.” The festival is set in the winter months because that’s the off-season for cowboys. “If it were in the summertime, there ain’t no working cowboy that would take time to go to this event,” he explains.



BUCKIN’ BRONCOS

If your heart is set on bucking broncos and barrel races, consider these rodeos:


[image: image]  Calgary Stampede. Held each July in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, the Calgary Stampede is one of the continent’s best known cowboy events. The one-million-dollar purse draws top contestants in bull riding, barrel racing, steer wrestling, and wild-pony racing. If that’s not enough to get your pulse beating, check out the chuck wagon races. Musical acts, a grandstand show, and a carnival midway are all part of the action, along with diet-defying food favorites like deep-fried jellybeans and pizza on a stick. Standing room tickets start at $12 per show, $15 in the evening. If you’re staying several days, check out the ticket packages. Tip: Don’t miss the free line-dance lessons each Friday night at Ranchman’s (9615 MacLeod Trail S, 403-253-1100, www.ranchmans.com). Calgary Stampede, 800-661-1260, http://calgarystampede.com.

[image: image]  Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo. Headliners such as Gene Autry, Elvis Presley, and Kenny Chesney have all taken the stage at this 75-plus-year-old event held each March in Houston, Texas. Along with rodeo events like mutton busting, a calf scramble, and Xtreme bull riding, the 20-day show includes a barbecue contest, trail rides, horse show, and livestock exhibitions and auction; some events take place the week before the main rodeo. Tickets start at $16. Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo, 832-667-1000, www.rodeohouston.com.

[image: image]  Oklahoma State Prison Rodeo. In one of the nation’s most unusual cowboy events, inmates at the state penitentiary in McAlester, Oklahoma, compete in a two-day extravaganza of steer wrestling, bareback riding, and calf-roping contests. August. Oklahoma State Prison Rodeo, McAlester, 918-423-2550, www.mcalester.org.






[image: image]

Elko—that’s what the cowboys call the festival—“still feels very homemade. It doesn’t have much pomp and circumstance,” says Bell. Even the well-known poets just sit in the audience, get up and deliver their rhymes, and then sit back down. Poets may read their own work, but often they perform classics—works by the late Badger Clark and by living poets including Wally McRae, Ross Knox, and Joel Nelson.

Then it’s a scurry to jump a shuttle—eight venues are scattered around town—before ending the day in the Stockman’s Hotel and Casino (340 Commercial St., 775-738-5141, www.elkocasinos.com) or the Pioneer Saloon (Pioneer Hotel, 501 Railroad St.), dancing, kicking back brew, and, of course, telling the tales of life on the range.


Most poetry events are held in the evenings, which leaves days free for checking out wildlife and Western art exhibits at the Northeastern Nevada Museum (1515 Idaho St., 775-738-3418, www.museumelko.org, closed Mon., $5), snowsledding and snowmobile tours in the Ruby Mountains, a drive to Lamoille Canyon, and a visit to the 1875 Sherman Station homestead (14th & Idaho Sts., 775-738-7135).

Lodging during the Poetry Gathering starts at around $50 per night. Chain motels are probably your best bet; in January, camping is out of the question even for hearty souls. Popular budget options include the Thunderbird Motel (345 Idaho St., 775-738-7115) and Stockman’s (see opposite)—which is sure to be rowdy.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Elko Convention & Visitors Authority, 700 Moren Way, Elko, NV 89801, 800-248-3556, www.elkocva.com.

Western Folklife Center, 501 Railroad St., Elko, 775-738-7508, www.westernfolklife.org.





 sail into history aboard the victory chimes

ROCKLAND, MAINE

I love the poetry of motion, the challenge of it. And the nature. I just love it.


—JOHN DICKEY, AVID SAILOR AND GUEST ABOARD THE VICTORY CHIMES

 

20 | When launched in 1900, she was America’s largest commercial sailing vessel built to haul cargo along the eastern seaboard. The Victory Chimes has seen a few upgrades since then—including electricity and indoor plumbing. And she’s swapped cargo: Instead of hauling lumber and rum barrels, the Chimes now transports vacationers on three-to six-day summer sails among the 3,000 islands of Maine’s Penobscot Bay.

On a fine day you’ll find yourself traveling courtesy of the same lusty winds that brought the pilgrims to the New World. Though the Chimes carries a yawl boat—a motorized mini-tug that gets it in and out of harbors and through the islands on still days—the real power comes from the sails hoisted from her triple masts. On a foggy day—and in Maine, there are plenty of them—you’ll sail through the mists, trusting your fate to the elements (and the well-schooled captain, who has radar on board).

Don’t go looking for the spa, the pool, or the gourmet restaurant. “It’s a bit like camping,” says the captain, Kip Files. The tight cabins offer just enough space for sleeping and storing a small duffle, and enough light for reading. Except in the “honeymoon” suite, the toilets are down a hall or up a wide wooden ladder. The showers are in their own cozy cabins off the deck.



HISTORY OF THE VICTORY CHIMES

Built in Bethel, Delaware, in 1900, the Victory Chimes originally was dubbed Edwin & Maude, after the children of her first captain. In her early decades, the ship carried lumber and fertilizer. During World War II, she was drafted into service to check offshore magnetic antisubmarine devices—a role difficult for a metal ship, but fitting for this wooden vessel. By the time the war ended, faster steam-powered ships took over the merchant transport trade; in the 1950s the ship was rechristened the Victory Chimes and moved to Maine as a windjammer ship.

Among her private owners was Domino’s Pizza founder Tom Monahan. When Monahan decided to sell the Chimes in the late 1990s, the most likely buyer was Japanese. Then the ship’s captain, Kip Files, put together a plan to purchase the ship with fellow captain Paul DeGaeta to maintain the Chimes’ American heritage.





The 132-foot wooden ship—designated a national historic landmark—carries a maximum of 40 passengers. Most pitch in to help the crew with the sails at the beginning of each day—after fortification with fresh-brewed coffee, fruit, hearty eggs, and biscuits baked in the snug galley—and again at day’s end. Between, you’ll go where the winds take you. Cappy—yes, the crew really calls him that—plots the daily course based on weather and the length of the trip. Most days begin with a ride via the yawl boat into the town at the previous night’s anchorage, where you might walk to a century-old lighthouse, visit a general store, or stroll through a small artists gallery.

But the best part of the day is spent on board—reading, chatting with fellow passengers, scanning for porpoises and whales, and watching the craggy coast roll by. Even on a foggy day, the trip takes on an air of romance, and you may well believe that you’ve slipped into the maritime past. Until the next meal, that is, when the cheery crew serves up homemade soup, fresh salads, lobster, corn on the cob, or a heaping tray of pork in barbecue sauce. Just don’t count the calories; you’re on vacation, after all.



MAINE WINDJAMMER FLEET

A dozen classic sailing ships called wind-jammers compose the Maine Windjammer Association; a few additional ships sail the waters as well. Most are based in the towns of Rockport, Rockland, and Camden.

Each ship is individually owned. Some date from the 1800s; a few were built as windjammer cruisers. Each has her own character and hosts occasional specialty cruises for families, photographers, lighthouse enthusiasts, and more; the historic Stephen Taber, for instance, features wine weekends.

Each season the fleet gathers for parades, races, and holiday celebrations; dates vary by year. Maine Windjammer Association, 800-807-9463, www.sailmainecoast.com.




The Victory Chimes sails from Rockland, in Maine’s mid-coast region, from June through late September. Three-day sails start at $450 per person and include three generous family-style meals daily plus hors d’oeuvres each evening; guests bring their own sodas and alcoholic beverages that can be iced in the cooler. Veterans and their families and those celebrating birthdays and anniversaries get a discount. Dress is extremely casual; anything fancier than jeans is overkill. Because this is a historic vessel, there are no accommodations for those with disabilities.

Children are allowed, though the trip may not be suitable for very young children who can’t navigate the stairs, or those who go stir-crazy without TV.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Victory Chimes, 800-745-5651, www.victorychimes.com.

MidCoast Chamber Council, 800-787-4284, www.mainesmidcoast.com.





 honor the struggle for civil rights

BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor, it must be demanded by the oppressed.


—DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., “LETTER FROM A BIRMINGHAM JAIL” (1963)

 

21 | Key events in the civil rights movement occurred throughout the South, but perhaps none with such notoriety as those that unfolded in Birmingham, Alabama. “The most segregated city in America,” that’s what Birmingham was dubbed in the 1950s. Bathrooms, water fountains, restaurants, movies, and streetcars all had separate sections for blacks and whites—if blacks were allowed at all. Ku Klux Klan cross burnings and bombings were common. When the U.S. Supreme Court banned school segregation in 1954, Alabama simply ignored the ruling.

The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute (520 16th St. N, 205-328-9696 ext. 203, www.bcri.org, $12, free on Sun.) focuses on the struggle for civil rights…and forms the centerpiece of a getaway to this friendly (and affordable) Southern city. The photos, personal testaments, and news accounts memorialized in the institute are painful to read, hear, and watch—but a critical part of U.S. history. Here are the bars of the jail cell from which Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and a blackened carcass of a bus replicating one ridden by Freedom Riders firebombed in 1961. Most chilling, perhaps, are exhibits recalling the 1963 rally by thousands of schoolchildren—a peaceful protest turned ugly when Police Chief Bull Connor turned water cannon and attack dogs on the crowd. Images of the conflict were shown around the world, and within days, segregation in Birmingham officially ended.

The institute is the centerpiece of Birmingham’s Civil Rights District. Across the street lies both the Kelly Ingram Park (6th Ave. N & 16th St.), where Connor attacked the protesters, and the 16th Street Baptist Church (1530 6th Ave. N, 205-251-9402), where a Sunday morning bombing in 1963 killed four young girls. Entry to both is free; an audio tour of Kelly Ingram Park, available at the Civil Rights Institute, runs $5.

Found within walking distance of the institute are both the Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame (1631 4th Ave. N, 205-254-2731, www.jazzhall.com, self-guided tours $2), in the historic Carver Theatre, and the Fourth Avenue Business District (4th Ave. N bet. 15th & 18th Sts.), once the hub of black commerce.




MORE CIVIL RIGHTS SITES BEYOND BIRMINGHAM

CivilRightsTravel.com (created by co-author Larry Bleiberg) notes the following as must-see civil rights sites:


[image: image]  Central High School. Three years after the Supreme Court outlawed segregated schools, nine brave students in 1957 tried to enroll in Little Rock, Arkansas’ white public high school. An angry mob fought them, so President Eisenhower sent in federal troops. The story is told at a moving National Park Service site. Call ahead for a tour of the high school, which is still operating. Central High School, 2120 Daisy Bates Dr., Little Rock, 501-374-1957, www.nps.gov/chsc.

[image: image]  International Civil Rights Center & Museum. Four freshmen at North Carolina A&T State University sat down at a “Whites’ Only” Woolworth’s lunch counter in 1960. Their sit-in sparked similar protests throughout the region, and six months later, Woolworth’s backed down. This new museum occupies the former store and documents the students’ pivotal role in history. International Civil Rights Center & Museum, 134 S. Elm St., Greensboro, 336-274-9199, www.sitinmovement.org, $8.

[image: image]  Lowndes County Interpretive Center. The nation was shocked on March 7, 1965, when lawmen attacked voting rights marchers on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, a day that came to be known as “Bloody Sunday.” Two weeks later, a federal judged cleared the way for the protest march to Montgomery. This National Park Service visitor center, located along the Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail, tells the story of the march, which led to passage of the National Voting Rights Act. Lowndes County Interpretive Center, 7001 U.S. 80W, Hayneville, 334-877-1984, www.nps.gov/semo.

[image: image]  Martin Luther King, Jr., National Historic Site. Martin Luther King, Jr., personified the civil rights movement through the 1950s and ’60s. Discover his story in the preserved Sweet Auburn neighborhood of Atlanta, Georgia, which was the center of African-American life. Admission is free, but you will need to register to tour his birth home. Martin Luther King, Jr., National Historic Site, 450 Auburn Ave. NE, Atlanta, 404-331-5190, www.nps.gov/malu.

[image: image]  National Civil Rights Museum. Dr. King’s life came to an end at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. The assassination site is carefully preserved at this ambitious museum, including King’s motel room, number 306, and the adjacent guesthouse, where James Earl Ray allegedly shot Dr. King from a bathroom window. National Civil Rights Museum, 450 Mulberry St., Memphis, 901-521-9699, www.civilrightsmuseum.org, $13.

[image: image]  Rosa Parks Museum. When a middle-aged seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama, refused to yield her bus seat to a white passenger in December 1955, history was forever changed. This eponymous museum literally puts you on a bus to witness the event. Rosa Parks Museum, 252 Montgomery St., Montgomery, 334-241-8615, http://montgomery.troy.edu/rosaparks/museum/, $6.



[image: image]





Today, Birmingham is a far different place—a neighborly city where fried okra meets tapas, and both Indycar and NASCAR coexist with the largest municipal art museum in the Southeast.

You’ll find the Birmingham Museum of Art at 2000 Rev. Abraham Woods, Jr. Boulevard (205-254-2565, www.artsbma.org). If you’ve got an hour or more, call local folk hero Joe Minter and his wife Hilda (205-322-7370) and ask if they can show you Joe’s African Village, filled with artworks inspired by found objects. (Tours are free but you may want to buy Joe’s book, To You Through Me.) Or make your own iron art throughout the year and during the annual Stokin’ the Fire barbecue and festival each August at the Sloss Furnace National Historic Landmark (20 32nd St. N, 205-324-1911, www.slossfurnaces.com).

When you’re done, grab a sandwich and some tunes at the Garage Café (2304 10th Terr. S, 205-322-3220), noted by visitors and GQ magazine for its music, food, and antiques for sale. And don’t miss a chance to giggle at “Vulcan,” the bare-bottomed statue that lords over the city.

However you decide to spend your time, you won’t be bored. As Dilcy Hilley of the city’s tourism bureau puts it, “Funky is our middle name.”

As in all cities, lodging isn’t exactly cheap, but it’s less expensive than in Atlanta or New York, and on a quiet weekend you might well snag a value rate of $109 at the hip Aloft Birmingham Soho Square (1903 29th Ave. S, Homewood, 205-874-8055, www.starwoodhotels.com). Or you could opt for a country-meets-city getaway and stay about 15 minutes away in Oak Mountain State Park (200 Terrace Dr., Pelham, 800-252-7275, www.alapark.com/oakmountain), where campsites start at $14 per night. Bring your friends and rent a cabin for six; prices start at $110 per night.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Greater Birmingham Convention & Visitors Bureau, 2200 9th Ave. N, Birmingham, AL 35203, 800-458-8085, www.birminghamal.org.





 meet me at the fair

DALLAS, TEXAS

Our State Fair is a great state fair,

Don’t miss it, don’t even be late.


—SONGWRITING DUO RODGERS AND HAMMERSTEIN, “OUR STATE FAIR” (1945)

 

22 | Even if you never saw the iconic (and some might say, corny) 1945 movie State Fair, you know that a great state fair offers as fine a slice of American life as it does rhubarb-and-strawberry pie. Once you have duly admired the calves and piglets raised by 4-H groups, ogled the giant squash, complimented the homemade jams, strolled the midway, and tried to win a giant stuffed bear at the balloon pop, you’ll want to take in a musical act, ranging from once-famous pop stars to fiddlers to big-name country stars. And if you can’t get kissed atop the Ferris wheel, why, you’re clearly with the wrong date!

Taking in all a state fair has to offer can take a couple of days at least, which is just enough time for you to get your fill of corndogs and cotton candy. Just be sure to ride the whirl-a-gig before you hit the barbecue stand. And bring the Pepto.

One of the nation’s biggest fairs is, naturally, in Texas, drawing close to two million people to the 277-acre Fair Park near downtown Dallas. Most everything at the State Fair of Texas is supersize, from the 212-foot-tall Texas Star Ferris wheel to livestock exhibitions featuring about 8,000 animals to Big Tex, a 52-foot-tall iconic cowboy figure topped by a 75-gallon hat that greets fairgoers with a hearty “Howdy folks.”

The 120-plus-year-old fair takes place from late September to mid-October and lasts 24 days, so you will have plenty of time to visit. If you plan your trip right, you can catch one of the hotly contested football games that occur while the fair is going on, including the University of Texas–Oklahoma University game.

Recent years have brought celebrity chef appearances along with name entertainment and jazz concerts in the wine garden. Ticket prices change yearly, but expect to pay less than $20 per day for an adult and less for children and seniors. Check for promotions that offer half-price rides on less crowded weekdays, and look for widely available discount coupons at area grocery stores and fast-food restaurants.

[image: image]


Most of the fair’s events and shows are free once you get inside. Don’t miss the pig races, BMX bike show, and the nightly parade. Take stock of your surroundings as you revel in the activities: The fairground boasts the nation’s largest collection of art deco exposition buildings, built for the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition.



POPULAR STATE FAIRS

The United States is a nation of fairgoers: About 40 million visitors show up at the country’s top 50 fairs—an assortment of state fairs, rodeos, county fairs, exhibitions, and more—according to the website carnivalwarehouse.com, which tracks this kind of data. Of the state fairs on the “top 50” list, the State Fair of Texas drew the highest number of visitors in 2010, but here are a few other stand outs:


[image: image]  California State Fair. If the tractor pull, harness racing, and demolition derby aren’t enough to get you to the California State Fair, the Dachshund Derby or the Karaoke Contest just might do it. California celebrates its reputation for the unconventional with the Weird, Wild and Wacky Zone with a Twisted Cabaret, hypnotist, and an exhibition highlighting some of the state’s strangest museums. A brewfest, farmers market, agriculture exhibitions, and midway round out fair offerings. The fair is held in late July. Tickets cost $12; concerts are free with entry. California State Fair, 1600 Exposition Blvd., Sacramento, 916-263-3247, www.bigfun.org.

[image: image]  Great New York State Fair. Along with traditional pursuits like lumberjack demonstrations and butter-sculpting contests, this fair that dates from 1841 throws in contemporary twists including world-class wines, text-messaging speed contests, women’s boxing matches, and live culinary demonstrations by star chefs, such as Bobby Flay. Tickets cost $10; concert tickets cost more, but they include fair entry. Great New York State Fair, 581 State Fair Blvd., Syracuse, 800-475-3247, www.nysfair.org.

[image: image]  Iowa State Fair. The corny movie State Fair was, naturally enough, inspired by the Iowa State Fair, which has been in staged since 1854. Today, more than one million fairgoers gather each August at the 400-acre fairgrounds in Des Moines to celebrate agriculture, music, classic fair culture, and the Butter Cow—yes, a life-size cow statue in wood, wire, and steel mesh covered in more than 600 pounds of pure cream Iowa butter. General admission costs $10. Iowa State Fair, E. 30th St. & E. University Ave., Des Moines, 515-262-3111, www.iowastatefair.com.

[image: image]  Minnesota State Fair. This state fair—where President Theodore Roosevelt issued his “speak softly and carry a big stick” edict—features marching bands, fiddlers, talent contests, livestock shows, equestrian events, and more. In recent years performers such as Bonnie Raitt, REO Speedwagon, Lynyrd Skynyrd, and the Prairie Home Companion’s Garrison Keillor have taken to the stage. Admission costs $11, with discounts offered on some days. Some concerts and performances cost extra. Minnesota State Fair, 1265 Snelling Ave. N, St. Paul, 651-288-4400, www.mnstatefair.org.







And bring an appetite for outrageous offerings: The State Fair of Texas is famous for its long menu of creative fried delicacies, including fried banana splits, deep-fried lattes, and fried butter. There is also a slew of more mundane but no less delicious items. Be sure to sample the Blue Bell ice cream and Fletcher’s corny dog, says Dallas Morning News travel editor Mary Ellen Botter.

The fairgrounds are on the DART light-rail line, which lets you avoid the hassle and expense of parking (usually about $10).

For an affordable lodging option, try the pet-friendly Belmont Hotel Dallas (901 Fort Worth Ave., 800-951-2997, www.belmontdallas.com) with rooftop dining and individually decorated casitas and rooms. During fair season rooms start at $109. The closest campground is about 17 miles away: Texan RV Ranch (1961 Lone Star Rd., Mansfield, 866-348-3978, www.rvparksdallasfortworth.com) has tent sites starting at $15, RV sites at $32.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

State Fair of Texas, 3921 Martin Luther King Blvd. (U.S. 30), Dallas, TX 75210, 214-565-9931, www.bigtex.com.





 catch the country stars of tomorrow

NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

I wish I was in Nashville, guitar on my back

Maybe someday I will ride in the back of a big Cadillac


—SINGER/SONGWRITER DON WILLIAMS, “WISH I WAS IN NASHVILLE” (1974)

 

23 | No music speaks to the American heart quite like country music, and even devotees of Mozart and hard-core Stones fans can appreciate country’s tales of broken hearts, cheating lovers, and revenge…and the joys of everyday life.

Nashville is the heart and soul of country music—history, songwriting, publishing, and, yes, performance. It’s certainly the best place going to get an earful of the hits that have yet to make the airwaves. On any Friday afternoon, you can stroll along Lower Broadway in downtown and catch live performances in a dozen bars by would-be stars singing tunes of money burned and romance spurned. (The songs and performers get better as the hour gets later…especially if you’ve had a few beers.) Tom Adkinson, “an almost lifelong Nashvillian,” says the following places are must-visits:


[image: image]  Legends Corner. A classic, with country album covers on the wall, live music on stage, and cold beer on the table. Ages 21 and over after 6 p.m. No cover charge. Legends Corner, 428 Broadway, 615-248-6334, www.legendscorner.com.

[image: image]  Robert’s Western World. How can you beat a place that sells burgers, beer, and boots in the middle of an afternoon while a would-be country star croons about the hazards of hangovers? Free and open to all ages until 10 p.m.; must be 21 to stay or enter after 10 p.m. No cover charge. Robert’s Western World, 416B Broadway, 615-244-9552, www.robertswesternworld.com.

[image: image]  Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge. This 50-year-old beer joint was popular with country music stars (including Kris Kristofferson, Willie Nelson, and Patsy Cline) when the Grand Ole Opry was just across an alley in the Ryman Auditorium. Movies filmed here include Coal Miner’s Daughter. Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge, 422 Broadway, 615-726-0463, www.tootsies.net.



[image: image]

When your own heart gets a little too achy—and it’s still before 5:30 p.m. any day except Sunday—wander into Gruhn Guitars (400 Broadway, 615-256-2033, www.gruhn.com), one of the world’s best known shops for vintage guitars. Even if you’re not a country fan you’ll be wowed by the vintage inventory that has passed through here: a Stromberg G-3 once owned by Ranger Doug of Riders in the Sky ($30,000), a Gretsch guitar once owned by Dan Fogelberg ($80,000), and Buddy Holly’s personal Magnatone amp ($87,500).



NASHVILLE MUST-SEE SITES


[image: image]  Belle Meade Plantation. Home to an antebellum mansion that evolved greatly from its original 1820 two-story federal-style appearance, this plantation holds a revered place in Thoroughbred horse-racing history. Belle Meade Plantation, 5025 Harding Pike, 615-356-0501, www.bellemeadeplantation.com, $16.

[image: image]  Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum. This Smithsonian-caliber museum explains the multifaceted history of country music through artifacts, photos, film, lectures, and performances. It operates Historic RCA Studio B, nearby on Music Row, where Elvis Presley recorded 162 songs. Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum, 222 5th Ave. S, 615-416-2001, www.countrymusichalloffame.org, $19.99.

[image: image]  Grand Ole Opry and Museum. The Opry still broadcasts before a live audience from its high-tech home a few miles from downtown; its museum pays homage to the show and its stars. Performance prices vary but generally start at $39 for adults, $29 ages 4–11. Grand Ole Opry and Museum, 2804 Opryland Dr., 800-733-6779 or 615-871-6779, www.opry.com, tours $15.

[image: image]  The Hermitage. Andrew Jackson lived here before and after his tenure as the seventh U.S. President. A successful farmer, he transformed the small farm he purchased in 1804 into a prosperous 1,000-acre plantation where he raised cotton and racehorses. The Hermitage, 4580 Rachel’s Ln., 615-889-2941, www.thehermitage.com, $17.

[image: image]  The Parthenon. This full-size reproduction of the 1,500-year-old temple in Athens, Greece, was built in 1897 for the Tennessee Centennial Exposition. Originally wooden, it was rebuilt in masonry in 1925. The Parthenon, Centennial Park, 2600 West End Ave., 615-862-8431, www.nashville.gov/Parthenon, $6.

[image: image]  Ryman Auditorium. Built in 1892, the Ryman hosted Sarah Bernhardt, Charlie Chaplin, and W. C. Fields before becoming the home of the Grand Ole Opry from 1943 to 1974. A restoration in 1994 made it one of the world’s best performance venues again; concert prices vary. Ryman Auditorium, 116 5th Ave. N, 615-889-3060, www.ryman.com, tours $13.






For the best of what’s to come, head to the snug Bluebird Café (4104 Hillsboro Pike, 615-383-1461, www.bluebirdcafe.com) in the city’s Green Hills neighborhood. Every night this unimposing little storefront hosts two shows where songwriters, both new and quite accomplished, try out their works in progress and where future stars often get their start. The food is simple (chicken fingers, barbecue), the place is always packed, and reservations are highly recommended. Wear your jeans; everyone else will. Most nights there’s no cover charge for the early show, but you’ll need to pay $7–$12 for late shows. All shows have a $7 minimum food/drink charge. A word of advice: This is a place to listen to music, not talk with your pals.



HOW NASHVILLE BECAME MUSIC CITY

Nashville has always been musically inclined; by the early 1800s, religious music publishing was a thriving business, and the famed Ryman Auditorium opened in 1892, soon hosting performances by Italian tenor Enrico Caruso, conductor John Philip Sousa, and the Vienna Orchestra. But it was the 1925 launch of radio station WSM and its broadcast called the Grand Ole Opry that drew the music publishers, recording studios, and entertainment offices of today’s Music Row. The many artists who have recorded in Nashville include Patsy Cline, Buddy Holly, Johnny Cash, Dolly Parton, and even Bob Dylan. The tradition continues today with stars such as Billy Ray Cyrus and Shania Twain.




For a fix of Mozart, head to the new 123-million-dollar Schermerhorn Symphony Center (1 Symphony Pl., 615-687-6500, www.nashvillesymphony.org; temporarily closed due to large-scale flooding of Nashville in May 2010), home to the Nashville Symphony.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Nashville Convention & Visitors Bureau, 800-657-6910, www.visitmusiccity.com.





 take in prairie culture

COTTONWOOD FALLS & COUNCIL GROVE, KANSAS

It is the sweet, simple things of life which are the real ones after all.


—AUTHOR LAURA INGALLS WILDER (1917)

 

24 | The word “prairie” brings to mind the waving, golden wheat of the song “America the Beautiful,” the adventure of crossing wide spaces in a covered wagon, the hardships of farming a stubborn land, and living miles from your nearest neighbor. And who can’t help but think of prairie dogs, those sandy-colored sentries poised to alert their fellows to the slightest danger?

The grasslands that once stretched across the North American continent’s midsection from the north to Texas have, in many places, given way to cities and highways and farm fields. But a few places offer a glimpse into the prairie in its pioneer state—including the landscape surrounding Council Grove, Kansas.

A drive through the rolling farm fields south of Council Grove—be mindful of speed traps, where the limit drops to 10 miles an hour when you least expect it—brings you to Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve (2480 Hwy. 177, W of Strong City, 620-273-8494, www.nps.gov/tapr), a fitting place to start your prairie exploration.

The grass isn’t nearly as tall as many visitors expect, park rangers acknowledge, though in the right conditions it can grow to 6 or 8 feet. But it’s not the height of the grasses on these 11,000 rolling acres but the ecosystem here that gives the preserve its name. The land here is too dry for forest, too wet for desert, supporting instead the grasses where elk, deer, and bison once grazed. In recent months a small herd of bison has been reintroduced to this preserve for the first time in more than 140 years.



$PLURGE

ABOVE IT ALL

Plan ahead to join one of the monthly overnight wagon train trips that take place on specified weekends in summer. The trips are something of a splurge—$190 per adult, less for those under 21—and include the trail ride, overnight camping, and meals. Alternatively, you can get a taste of the trail experience by joining up just for dinner, entertainment, and a 15-minute wagon ride for $40. Flint Hills Overland Wagon Train, 316-321-6300, www.wagontrainkansas.com.




The ranch turned park was the 1880s homestead of Stephen Jones, built at a time when the land switched from open public access to private ownership. The government paid 40 cents for every 16 feet of wall a rancher put in—about 80 percent of the cost. Jones’s barn and home are still standing; the one-room schoolhouse he built stands a short stroll away.



LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE

Laura Ingalls Wilder’s (1867–1957) much loved Little House series of books about life on the prairie still inspires legions of fans, enticing them to visit the various sites featured in the books.

Laura was born in Pepin, Wisconsin, where a reproduction of the Little House in the Big Woods stands today. The Laura Ingalls Wilder Historical Museum (306 3rd St., 715-442-2142, mid-May–mid-Oct.) hosts the annual Laura Ingalls Wilder Days (800-442-3011, www.pepinwisconsin.com) in September.

When Laura was a toddler, the Ingalls family lived for several months near Independence, Kansas. Their log cabin (off U.S. 75, 620-289-4238, www.littlehouseontheprairie.com, donation) has been reconstructed at the original site, some 13 miles southwest of Independence.

Walnut Grove, Minnesota, is home to Plum Creek and Laura’s childhood home. The Laura Ingalls Wilder Museum (330 8th St., 800-528-7280, www.walnutgrove.org, closed winter, $4) details her family history. The town hosts a series of Wilder Pageant (888-859-3102, $12) performances each July.

After the grasshopper plagues hit Plum Creek in the 1870s, Laura’s family moved to Burr Oak, Iowa. The Laura Ingalls Wilder Park and Museum (3603 236th Ave., 563-735-5916, www.lauraingallswilder.us, $7) commemorates this early part of Laura’s life.

By 1880, the family had moved again, this time to De Smet, South Dakota, where Pa Ingalls claimed the Ingalls Homestead (20812 Homestead Rd., 800-776-3594, www.ingallshomestead.com, closed winter, $10), where Laura grew to young adulthood. Today it offers wagon rides, camping, and prairie exhibits.

Laura’s home in Mansfield, Missouri, where she wrote her Little House books, is home to the Laura Ingalls Wilder Home and Museum (3068 Hwy. A, 417-924-3626, www.lauraingallswilderhome.com, $8).




The preserve is open year-round, but the best time to come is May through October, when free ranger-led bus tours are offered at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. (call for reservations). Spring is prime time for the 150 bird species that live or migrate through here, among them cattle egret, red-tailed hawk, prairie-chicken, and ruby-throated hummingbird.

Though easy hiking trails cross the land, there’s no camping or lodging at the preserve; for that you’ll need to drive about 5 miles to Cottonwood Falls, where the city office (220 Broadway St., 620-273-6666, www.cottonwoodfallskansas.com) can direct you to local campgrounds, mom-and-pop motels, and bed-and-breakfasts.

While in Cottonwood Falls, don’t miss the surprisingly elegant 1873 French Renaissance–style county hall (318 Broadway, 620-273-8469, free weekdays, $3 for weekend tours) at the head of Broadway. You should also check out the collection of American Indian artifacts at the Roniger Museum (Courthouse Sq., 620-273-6310, closed Mon. & Thurs., donation); galleries such as The Fiber Factory (209 Broadway, 620-273-8686), filled with shawls and scarves made on turn-of-the-20th-century looms; and Humble Clay Studio (325 Broadway, 620-366-1840), where artist Larry Matson spins masterful clay works. The studio is open in summers but Matson meet you other times of the year at his shop by appointment.

Historic Council Grove, an 1860s way station along the Santa Fe Trail, lies about a half-hour drive north of Cottonwood Falls. You can easily spend a half day or more checking out the town’s historic sites—the 270-year-old trunk of an oak that served as a post office and message board for travelers; the “Last Chance Store” (W. Main St.), which dates from the mid-19th century and doubled as a polling place; the 1860s Terwilliger Home (803 W. Main St., 620-767-7986), the last house in town wagons passed as they headed west (now a bakery and restaurant). The Hayes House (112 W. Main St., 620-767-5911) serves much of the same fare today as when it opened in 1857—brisket, crispy chicken, and peach pie—making it the oldest continuously operated restaurant west of the Mississippi.

But one of the best reasons to hang out in Council Grove is that it’s a sweet and friendly place where people will say hello to you on the street, ask how your day has gone, and point you in a good direction. If you’ve gotten hit with one of those speed-trap tickets, the friendliness is an especially comforting salve.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Council Grove Chamber of Commerce, 207 W. Main St., Council Grove, KS 66846, 800-732-9211 or 620-767-5413, www.councilgrove.com.

Flint Hills Tourism Coalition, 866-660-2622, http://kansasflinthills.travel.





 discover kentucky bourbon

BARDSTOWN, KENTUCKY

What’s a good bourbon? You look for balance and you look for cleanliness, and you look for something that’s enjoyable.


—BILL SAMUELS, JR., PRESIDENT OF MAKER’S MARK DISTILLERY SINCE 1975

 

25 | Ireland has whisky, Mexico, tequila. The United States’ claim to high-proof fame is a smooth, smoky, slightly sweet drink with roots in rural Kentucky.

“We don’t have many products that we completely call our own, but we have a rich history with bourbon,” says Zane Lamprey, host of the television show Three Sheets on the Fine Living network. “It’s a taste of America.”

In the last 20 years, bourbon distilleries have opened their doors to the touring public. That coincides with renewed interest in bourbon, which has buffed its image with new single-batch and ultra-premium products.

At most distilleries, visitors see granaries where corn, wheat, barley, and rye are stored. (By an act of Congress, bourbon has to be at least 51 percent corn liquor.) They also visit mash tanks where the grains are mixed with Kentucky limestone filtered water. When the fermented mixture is ready several days later, it’s a clear liquid called “white dog,” which is poured into white-oak barrels, with the insides charred, and left to age inside warehouses for a half dozen years or more. All this fills the air with wonderful smells of toasted bread, yeasty beer, and a rich vanilla-honey scent.

You can get a good taste for the spirit by basing in historic Bardstown, which calls itself the “bourbon capital of the world,” and is about an hour south of Louisville.

A great place to start your bourbon pilgrimage is Heaven Hill Distilleries (1311 Gilkey Run Rd., 502-337-1000, www.bourbonheritagecenter.com). Its multimillion-dollar Bourbon Heritage Center offers several tours ranging from a quick video and museum run-through to bus tours and a $25 behind-the-scenes tour that lasts 2.5 hours. It includes guided tastings of ultra-premium brands and finishes in the “Taste of Heaven” room that seats 20 and resembles the inside of a giant whiskey barrel.

“This is really Bourbon Tasting 101,” says tour guide Lynne Grant. “If you’re really nice to me, we’ll let people taste William Heavenhill.” The 225-bottle limited edition runs $500 a bottle and is sampled by the thimbleful.

[image: image]




KENTUCKY BOURBON TRAIL

The major bourbon distilleries have teamed up to create a Kentucky Bourbon Trail, linking six distilleries in the region. Bourbon fanciers can get a free passport and have it stamped at each site they visit. Fill the book, and send it in for a free T-shirt. www.kybourbontrail.com.


[image: image]  Buffalo Trace Distillery, 113 Great Buffalo Trace, Frankfort, KY 40601, 800-654-8471, www.buffalotrace.com. Not officially part of the Bourbon Trail, but offers tours.

[image: image]  Four Roses Distillery, 1224 Bonds Mill Rd., Lawrenceburg, KY 40342, 502-839-3436, www.fourroses.us. Mon.–Sat. 9 a.m.–3 p.m. Tours start on the hour.

[image: image]  Heaven Hill Distilleries, 1311 Gilkey Run Rd., Bardstown, KY 40004, 502-337-1000, www.bourbonheritagecenter.com. Tues.–Sat. 10 a.m.–5 p.m. & Sun. 12 p.m.–4 p.m. March–Dec. The last tour starts one hour before closing.

[image: image]  Jim Beam, 526 Happy Hollow Rd., Clermont, KY 40110, 502-543-9877, www.jimbeam.com. Mon.–Sat. 9 a.m.–4 p.m. & Sun. 1 p.m.–4 p.m.

[image: image]  Maker’s Mark Distillery, 3350 Burks Spring Rd., Loretto, KY 40037, 270-865-2099, www.makersmark.com. Mon.–Sat. 10:30 a.m.–3:30 p.m. & Sun. 1:30 p.m.–3:30 p.m. March–Dec.

[image: image]  Wild Turkey, 1525 Tyrone Rd., Lawrenceburg, KY 40342, 502-839-2182, www.wildturkeybourbon.com. Mon.–Sat. 9 a.m.–2:30 p.m. No tastings.

[image: image]  Woodford Reserve, 7855 McCracken Pike, Versailles, KY 40383, 859-879-1812, www.woodfordreserve.com. Tours run $5 and include a shot glass.






Also popular is Heaven Hill Distilleries’ $3 Spirit of Bourbon bus tour, which visits Bardstown sites like the houses of Distillers’ Row, William Heavenhill’s original limestone spring, and Jim Beam’s home. You’ll hear about the antics of moonshiners, like the one who was chased by agents into a church. But when they caught him, his moonshine had disappeared. Only later did someone discover where he had hidden it: the baptismal fount.

Also in Bardstown, the Oscar Getz Museum of Whiskey History (114 N. 5th St., 502-348-2999, www.whiskeymuseum.com) features old stills, vintage bourbon bottles, and artifacts from pre-colonial days to the present. You’ll learn about medicinal whiskey, the only thing distilleries were legally able to make during Prohibition.

Bardstown has a range of chain and small motels. If you’re interested in bunking down in a place with a more interesting backstory, check out the Jailer’s Inn Bed and Breakfast Inn (111 W. Stephen Foster Ave., 800-948-5551, www.jailersinn.com), where you’ll pay from $80 a night to sleep in a former poky. [$PLURGE: For a splurge, dine aboard the 1940s vintage dining cars of My Old Kentucky Dinner Train (602 N. 3rd St., 866-801-3463 or 502-348-7300, www.rjcorman.com) while it makes a two-hour excursion through the Kentucky countryside; the meals run $74.95 for dinner, and $15 less for lunch.]




LOUISVILLE’S URBAN BOURBON TRAIL

Kentucky’s largest city has a concentration of restaurants and bars devoted to bourbon. Its new Urban Bourbon Trail highlights nine bars and restaurants that have more than 50 different labels available to taste, and trained staff to help visitors detect the different notes and flavors. You can even sample bourbon-flavored cuisine from chocolate truffles to grilled shrimp.

One spot, the Old Seelbach Bar (500 S. 4th St., 502-585-3200) is a cozy retreat in a hotel F. Scott Fitzgerald mentioned in The Great Gatsby, while Maker’s Mark Bourbon House & Lounge (446 S. 4th St., 502-568-9009) has more than 60 bourbons on offer. If you visit all nine stops and get a passport stamped, you can send it in for a free T-shirt. But don’t try to do it all in one day! www.justaddbourbon.com.




Outside Bardstown are several must-visit sites. The first is a cooperage. The spirit wouldn’t be possible without oak barrels; in fact, it would just be moonshine. Kentucky Cooperage (712 E. Main St., 270-692-4674, www.independentstavecompany.com) makes up to 1,800 barrels a day in Lebanon. Visitors watch the barrels constructed and see the charring process that gives bourbon its dark color and rich flavor. Tours are offered Monday through Friday from 9:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. and last about 45 minutes.

Finally, Maker’s Mark (3350 Burks Spring Rd., 270-865-2099, www.makersmark.com) in Loretto should be on every bourbon tourist’s list. It’s on the National Register of Historic Places and is the oldest Kentucky distillery site still in use, dating from 1805, although the Samuels family—distillers since the late 1700s—didn’t purchase it until 1953. It’s a pretty sight, with black wooden distillery buildings with red shutters scattered around manicured grounds. A highlight is dipping your own souvenir bottle in red sealing wax, which costs $18.95 for a pint. [$PLURGE: For a splurge, you could pick up a liter for $44.95, which has a private label and is signed by distillery president Bill Samuels, Jr., and his son Rob.]

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Bardstown–Nelson County Tourist & Convention Commission, 1 Court Sq., Bardstown, KY 40004, 800-638-4877, www.visitbardstown.com.





 shop the world’s longest yard sale

MICHIGAN TO ALABAMA

Three dollars and it only transports matter?!


—CARTOON CHARACTER HOMER SIMPSON, SHOPPING AT A YARD SALE

 

26 | Imagine if the offerings of eBay were spread out over hundreds of miles of highway. You could drive all day, stopping to examine antique four-poster beds and vintage vinyl record albums. How about a two-headed stuffed squirrel, a manhole cover, or a practically new socket wrench set? The possibilities are endless, and without a doubt, you’d discover something you just have to take home.

Once a year this extravagant display of commerce is offered for your shopping and gawking pleasure along 654 miles (and growing) of highway from Michigan to Alabama. The 127 Corridor Sale, as it’s called, brings tens of thousands of visitors to tiny places like Russell Springs, Kentucky. From the first Thursday in August through Sunday, little towns and county seats have bumper-to-bumper traffic, but no one seems to mind.

“It’s like an Easter egg hunt,” says Jami Nathan, who has helped organize the sale in West Unity, Ohio. “People go and look for little things that you can’t get in a store: antique post cards, buttons, first edition books that sellers don’t know they have. The hidden treasure.”

Like so many success stories, the sale began as a dream and a crazy idea. Mike Walker, a Tennessee county official, was searching for a way to lure visitors off the interstates and into his home of Jamestown. Just about every place has a festival, he knew. That wouldn’t get much attention. But how about an outdoor sale? (To this day, Walker thinks “yard sale” sounds too common.) He got a few towns in Tennessee and Kentucky to participate and wrangled a small grant from each state to help publicize the effort. And like that baseball field in Iowa, he learned that if you build it, they will come.



SHOPPING TIPS FOR THE ULTIMATE YARD SALE


[image: image]  Haggle. Any marked price is just a suggestion. Try offering half, and see what happens. Be ready to walk away.

[image: image]  If you really like something, buy it. You’ll probably never see the same thing again. And you’re unlikely to turn around and drive dozens of miles back to buy it.

[image: image]  Be prepared to haul things home. Many shoppers rent U-Hauls or come with trucks and vans filled with packing materials.

[image: image]  Consider becoming a seller. Some of the merchandise you’ll see was purchased during a previous sale. That box of antique tools you found for $1. What if you clean it up and try to sell it for $25? It happens all the time.






“The first year I had people counting the types of cars coming through. We had 40 something states and Canada represented. It was amazing,” he says, before admitting the obvious. “I probably misjudged how many people enjoy outdoor sales.”

Since then, the sale has grown like kudzu every year, creeping down into Georgia and Alabama, and up across Kentucky and Ohio. It recently reached Michigan, and is marching north. It’s just a matter of time before it goes international, making its way into Ontario, Canada.

Todd Burnett, a Tennessee circuit judge, has been selling at the sale for years. He and his father even bought property along Highway 127 and constructed a warehouse to store their merchandise. He says the people are what makes the experience so enjoyable.

Part of the fun is haggling and hearing the story of an antique: how it belonged to someone’s great-grandmother and was passed down through the generations. “Sometimes it’s true, sometimes it’s not,” Burnett says with a laugh. But it makes a good story to go along with your purchase.

The challenge for a visitor is how to take in this shopping spectacular. There’s no way you can see it all, so don’t even try. The whole idea is to browse and talk to the sellers.

Many people build their visits around Jamestown, the sale’s spiritual home. Lodging here and in most the towns along the sale route is limited, so it makes sense to reserve a room months in advance. If you want to stay in Jamestown, consider the Wildwood Lodge B&B (3636 Pickett Park Hwy., 931-879-9454, www.twlakes.net/~wildwoodbed), where rooms begin at $95 during the sale. Some visitors find hotels 25 miles away, and Burnett has even let stranded travelers sleep in his parking lot.

If you set up base in Jamestown, take one day to drive south, perhaps 30 miles out and 30 back. That approach maximizes your gawking opportunities because sellers set up on both sides of the road, and you’ll get a chance to take a long look on the west side in the morning and on the east side when you return in the evening. The next day you could head north.

[image: image]

Some people like to build a mini road trip along Highway 127. Experienced shoppers suggest not trying to tackle more than 50 or 75 miles a day, making a reservation at a preselected town up the road. A good place to start might be West Unity, Ohio, near the northern end of the sale. There’s camping at Harrison Lake State Park (26246 Harrison Lake Rd., Fayette, 419-237-2593, www.dnr.state.oh.us/parks) from $16 a night and cottages from $75, or motels in nearby Montpelier. Similar types of accommodation can be found at many of the towns you’ll encounter as you continue moving south until your budget, car storage space, or the sale runs out.

As for where to stop, that’s up to you. Many sellers congregate in tent cities, creating mini flea markets, and a chance to maximize your shopping in one place. But between towns, you’ll also see lone sellers. They’re less likely to be professional dealers, and you might have a better chance at finding bargains.

Dining, you’ll soon discover, is almost as much a treat as the shopping. Local vendors spend weeks preparing for the crowd, readying fried apple pies and barbecue dinners. The sale crosses through small Amish and Mennonite communities in Tennessee, so you can pick up delicacies like apple butter, honey, and freshly baked bread. Not only are they tasty but also consider them necessary fuel to power long days of shopping.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Fentress County Chamber of Commerce, 114 Central Ave. W, P.O. Box 1294, Jamestown, TN 38556, 800-327-3945, www.127sale.com.





 see where the midshipmen train

ANNAPOLIS, MARYLAND

It follows that as certain as that night succeeds the day, that without a decisive naval force we can do nothing definitive, and with it, everything honorable and glorious.


—GEN. GEORGE WASHINGTON, IN A LETTER TO THE MARQUIS DE LAFAYETTE (1781)

 

27 | Annapolis is about two things: the sea and American history. Often, they intertwine. Since 1845, the U.S. Naval Academy has trained undergraduate men—and now women—here, and the sight of uniformed midshipmen walking around the 18th-century seaport town is a reminder of the service they give to the country.

The free (and recently renovated) Naval Academy Museum (Preble Hall, 410-293-2108, www.usna.edu/museum) traces the naval history through exhibitions, documents, flags, paintings, and ship models. For information about the academy itself, catch a 75-minute tour ($9.50)—arranged conveniently to end right outside the museum (try to go around noon, when the midshipmen stand in formation for uniform inspection before lunch). The tour begins at the Armel-Leftwich Visitor Center (52 King George St., 410-293-8687, www.navyonline.com), located at the academy’s Gate 1, one block from the Annapolis City Dock. All visitors 16 and over must have a photo ID; only vehicles with handicapped tags are allowed on academy grounds.

Even if you don’t take a tour, you’ll likely glimpse midshipmen strolling across the bricks—don’t call them cobblestones—as you wander the city’s historic district, home to more 18th-century brick buildings than any other U.S. city. Stop in at the 1774 Hammond-Harwood House (19 Maryland Ave., 410-263-4683, www.hammondharwoodhouse.org, guided tours, $6), dubbed the “most beautiful doorway in America,” for a glimpse into Georgian life. Check out the Maryland State House (100 State Circle, 410-974-3400, www.msa.md.gov/msa/mdstatehouse/html/home.html), the nation’s oldest state house in continuous legislative use and the national capitol from November 1783 to August 1784. Free tours are offered daily except Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day; closed Christmas.

If you’re up for more history and houses, you’ve got plenty of options, including the Charles Carroll House (107 Duke of Gloucester St., 410-269-1737, www.charlescarrollhouse.com, open limited days), which belonged to the only Catholic signer of the Declaration of Independence, and the William Paca House and Garden (186 Prince George St., 410-990-4538, www.annapolis.org, $8). But if your feet are worn or you’re ready for a break, take to the water.

You can catch an excursion on a schooner, take a kayak tour, or rent an electric boat. For a wallet-friendly alternative, take a water taxi (410-263-0033, www.watermarkcruises.com). Rides cost $2–$6, depending on your destination. (One popular route runs from City Dock to Eastport’s restaurant row.) [$PLURGE: If your timing is right and you’re up for a splurge, tours to the 1875 Thomas Point Shoal Lighthouse are offered on specific weekend dates for $70; reservations are required. The trips leave from the Annapolis Maritime Museum (723 2nd St., Eastport, 410-295-0104, www.amaritime.org).] Set in an old oyster packing plant, the museum is worth a visit for its displays about the life of watermen and the seafood industry of years past.

Or you could just watch the boating scene from land. Annapolis is known as the sailing capital of America, and each Wednesday night during summer a hundred-plus sailboats race through the bay; first gun is at 6:05 p.m. (410-263-9270, www.annapolisyc.com). Any day, don’t miss the yachtie fave, Boatyard Bar & Grill (400 4th St., Eastport, 410-216-6206), hailed by Sail Magazine as one of the world’s top ten sailing bars. Remarkably, it’s family friendly.

More dining recommendations: afternoon tea at the historic Reynolds Tavern (7 Church Circle, 410-295-9555) and steamed crabs at either Cantler’s Riverside Inn (458 Forest Beach Rd., 410-757-1311) or the South River side Mike’s Crab House (3030 Riva Rd., 410-956-2784) in nearby Riva. And if you venture to Chick & Ruth’s Delly (165 Main St., 410-269-6737) for breakfast, don’t be late: At 8:30 sharp each weekday (9:30 weekends), patrons stand and deliver the Pledge of Allegiance.

Lodging-wise, what you pay will depend on when you visit. Summer weekends are prime time for weekenders from Washington; event weekends at the Naval Academy also mean high prices. Chain lodgings found a few miles outside of town can be a price-savvy option. Bed-and-breakfasts in town start at $125; for information check out www.annapolisbandb.com. The SpringHill Suites (189 Admiral Cochrane Dr., 443-321-2500, www.marriott.com) offers rooms from $139. At the style-savvy Aloft Hotel (1741 W. Nursery Rd., Linthicum, 410-691-6969, www.alofthotelbwi.com) at BWI Airport, rooms start at $89.




SEE THE CADETS IN ACTION

The U.S. Military Academy at West Point—the Army training ground for Robert E. Lee, Douglas MacArthur, and George S. Patton, among others—may also be visited via guided tours ($11–$13). The academy is located at Highland Falls, New York, about 40 miles north of New York City. Tours must be booked through www.westpointtours.com or 845-938-2638.





HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Annapolis & Anne Arundel County Conference & Visitors Bureau, 888-302-2852, www.visitannapolis.org.






 eat pie

UPPER MIDWEST

Vegetables are a must on a diet.

I suggest carrot cake, zucchini bread, and pumpkin pie.


—JIM DAVIS, “GARFIELD” CARTOONIST

 

28 | Whether sweet or tart, flaky or crusty, pie is an American tradition. Apple pie, sure. But how about huckleberry or banana cream? It’s hard to go wrong with choices like these.

So why not build a vacation around pie? Think of it as a cultural field trip. A tasty journey through the heartland. Because truth is that despite the abundance of celebrity chefs on both coasts, you’ve got to head to the upper Midwest for your pie fix. “You find Germans and Scandinavians there,” says Minneapolis food writer Carla Waldemar. And, she notes, “they’re good bakers.”

A word of advice: Order ice cream on the side. You don’t want to get up from the table hungry.

Start your pie quest two hours east of Minneapolis in the tiny town of Osseo, Wisconsin, where you’ll find Norske Nook (13804 7th St., 715-597-3069, www.norskenook.com) and an introduction to the dilemma you’ll face on this trip. What to order? The obvious choice is sour-cream raisin, a meringue concoction on graham cracker crust that is legendary. But not so fast. This Norwegian outpost has won national pie awards for choices like its double-crust baked strawberry. Then there’s “Dutch” (strudel-topped) peach melba, nut-topped pies like pecan stout, and whipped-topped wonders like coconut pineapple dream. All cost $3.29 a slice. Other locations of this shop can be found in Hayward, Rice Lake, and Eau Claire, Wisconsin.

Head 25 miles north to Eau Claire, where you can work off a few calories hiking or biking the Chippewa River State Trail (715-232-1242, http://dnr.wi.gov/Org/land/parks/specific/chiprivertrail/), a rail line turned park that mostly parallels the Chippewa River and is now part of a 37-mile hiking system. Use of the trail is free within the city of Eau Claire; otherwise you’ll need to purchase a day pass ($4).

Now head north 180 miles to the Lake Superior coast. You’ll be rewarded with stunning scenery and, in Bayfield, the Candy Shoppe (217 Rittenhouse Ave., 715-779-3668), which uses local berries and apples to make exceptional pies. Choose wisely because the pies are only sold whole ($11). Also try the wine bread, a pastry with fruit and cheese that resembles coffee cake.



WORLD’S BEST DONUTS

Finally, if you need a little variety in your treats, Grand Marais is home to the World’s Best Donuts (10 E. Wisconsin St., 218-387-1345, www.worldsbestdonutsmn.com). It’s a grand claim perhaps, but they clearly know their doughnuts, which start at 75 cents or $6 for a dozen.




Bayfield is the jumping-off point to visit the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore (visitor center, 415 Washington Ave., 715-779-3397, www.nps.gov/apis); all 21 islands are only accessible by private boat/kayak, by ferry (Madeline only), or by excursion boat (Apostle Islands Cruise Service, 715-779-3925). If it’s berry season (June–Sept.), you can pick your own to help tide you over for the next leg of the trip. Visit http://bayfield.org/orchards_and_berry_farms_berry_schedule.php for a list of orchards and berry farms. Spend the night in Bayfield at the Seagull Bay Motel (325 S. 7th St., 715-779-5558, www.seagullbay.com), which offers lake views and rooms from $75.

Now it’s time to head 125 miles west to Minnesota’s Highway 61, which could be called the national “pieway.” In the town of Two Harbors, you’ll find pie, and some debate. Betty’s Pies has long been a regional favorite, but many local residents swear by upstarts like Rustic Inn Café & Gifts. Try them both and decide for yourself.

Betty’s Pies (1633 Hwy. 61, 877-269-7494 or 218-834-3367, www.bettyspies.com) began as a smoked fish shack in the 1950s. It eventually expanded its offerings, and became a local legend. Now it bakes 300 pies a day during the summer, and offers next-day shipping on Internet orders. You can’t go wrong with Great Lakes Crunch with apples, blueberries, raspberries, rhubarb, and strawberries. Slices run around $4. For something unique (or horrifying), try the Polar Pie Shake ($6.25), a slice of pie dropped into a blender with ice cream and milk.

Outside of Two Harbors, you’ll find about two dozen made-from-scratch choices at the Rustic Inn Café & Gifts (2773 Hwy. 61, 218-834-2488). The restaurant is nearly a century old, and it still features log walls, birch floors, and checkered tablecloths. The berry pies are popular, of course, but don’t overlook the five-layer chocolate or caramel apple pecan. Slices run around $5.

Take a serving and head over to Gooseberry Falls State Park (3206 Hwy. 61, Two Harbors, 218-834-3855, www.dnr.state.mn.us/state_parks/gooseberry_falls) for hiking to the namesake series of falls on the Gooseberry River. If you don’t want to camp, try Superior Shores Resort (1521 Superior Shores Dr., Two Harbors, 800-242-1988 or 218-834-5671, www.superiorshores.com), with rooms beginning at $79 on weekdays during the summer high season.

For your final destination, head 75 miles north to Grand Marais. The name-says-it-all Pie Place (2017 W. Hwy. 61, 218-387-1513, http://northshorepieplace.com, closed Mon.) is a ramshackle house known for leisurely service and great pie. For this final stop, choose whatever slice you want. But both the frozen banana split and maple apple cream come highly recommended. Slices run $5.95.
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