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The whole object of travel
is not to set foot on foreign land;
it is at last to set foot on
one’s own country as a foreign land.

—GILBERT K. CHESTERTON
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In loving memory
of the two finest parents of all time,
Leonard and Mary Schultz
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INTRODUCTION

Rediscovering My Own Backyard

Does the world really need another “short list” of a thousand places to add to the excitement and anxiety of “so much to see, so little time”? Isn’t it enough that my previous book, 1,000 Places to See Before You Die, was already keeping folks awake at night, ticking off must-see destinations as if for some grand travel sweepstakes or in a race against time? (Taj Mahal? Did that. Masai Mara? Check. The Road to Mandalay? Next year.) After having focused on the planet’s abundance of riches, I found myself returning time and again to the notion of a similar book about travel in the U.S.A. and Canada: But would these two countries alone supply me with enough diversity and possibilities? Could the 150-plus U.S.A. and Canada entries I included in my first book be expanded to one thousand, all promising the same kind of specialness that had previously stopped me in my tracks while wandering around the globe? Would I join Dorothy and declare there’s no place like home?

These are the questions that stayed with me in the nascent days of this book’s conception. Having tried my best to capture the magic of the world and its untold offerings in 1,000 Places to See Before You Die, I was heartened by the number of travelers—both rookies and veterans, here and abroad—who embraced the book and poured their carpediem energies and pent-up cravings into putting it to good use. My own energies and curiosity were telling me there was an encore waiting in the wings: It was time to turn my international attentions home.

My philosophy of travel has always been based on removing myself from what is comfortable and safe, on seeking out experiences that broaden my horizons and enrich me in ways superficial and profound. That simple concept had always seemed most intoxicating when experienced far from home, but why not apply it to my own backyard? Especially when my backyard is the U.S.A. and Canada—with a great and diversified landmass and rich mosaic of heritages, the pickings don’t get any better than these.

North America was by no means terra incognita to me: I had been crisscrossing it ever since I can remember, long ago lured by the possibilities it promised. I prided myself on not being one of the masses Calvin Trillin described when he wrote, “Americans drive across this country like someone is chasing them.” I break for photo ops, for kids pouring out of school, to smell the camellias, listen to the church carillon, and for any handmade sign that says “Pick it yourself” or “Homemade here.” I’ve even risen above it in hot-air balloons to sail at a bird’s pace and see it from God’s perspective.

My meanderings began way back when my sister, Roz, and I were relegated to the back seat of the family station wagon for long summer trips to the Jersey Shore (except for that one year when the gas tank fell off and we never made it past the end of the driveway). One wouldn’t consider our modest “are we there yet?” road trips extravagant cross-country journeys, but explain that to a 6-year-old. The anticipation alone was enough to keep me awake the night before, and to this day any passing vignette of countryside framed by the car window awakens in me that same childlike flutter of discovery. We would strike off, leaving behind the predictability of our everyday lives in the small riverside city of Beacon, New York, where we walked to school, left our doors unlocked, and helped shovel our neighbors out after a snowstorm. Our mother’s extended Italian family supplied an exuberant and enlightening insight into the inimitable notion of America as melting pot. My Teutonic father was a private man who was 90 years old before he mentioned that one of his parents was part Native American. When I asked why he had never told us before, he answered “You never asked.” Together they introduced me to this country where everything that smelled of America was appreciated and good, and we never had to look much beyond North Walnut Street for affirmation.

Beacon didn’t have many claims to fame apart from its location on a particularly beautiful bend in the Hudson River and our most illustrious resident, Pete Seeger. Of his incredible repertoire of American folk songs, the one I loved best was one he borrowed from Woody Guthrie and made his own:

This land is your land,
This land is my land.
From California, to the New York island.
From the redwood forests
To the Gulf Stream waters.
This land was made for you and me.

Glimpsed from this idyllic spot on the Hudson River, the potential of America the Beautiful beckoned: How could I not take the opportunity to explore this land Pete Seeger promised was mine, heeding the call of the open road? I decided to dive into this great country of ours—and along the way, dip into the wealth that is Canada, our remarkable neighbor to the North—and a new book was on its way.

In the course of my research, I roamed landscapes old and new, some first seen during teenage road trips, revisited now with fresh eyes. Having skied the Alps of Europe, I found our Rockies every bit as majestic. After time spent absorbing the joys of small villages and cities from France to Scotland, I experienced the historic quarter of Montreal and the old fishing towns of Nova Scotia with a newfound appreciation. I discovered the kinship between chaotic and vibrant Hong Kong and Manhattan, both fueled by ambition and divided into neighborhoods where anything can happen, and almost always does.

States and cities that had never figured on my short list of places I simply had to see, surprised me with their beauty, traditional ways, and proud history. Here are just a few of the eye-openers: the inspiring talent that rolls in from the range for the Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Lewistown, Montana; the beauty of the Oregon Coast (why is it that California gets all the attention?); the unabashed fun of the Dallas State Fair (where I discovered the decadent pleasure of deep-fried Oreos); the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia, whose display of hardwood trees turning crimson and gold might possibly trump autumn in New England; the safari-like excitement of viewing the polar bears of Churchill in Manitoba; and standing in awe beneath the swirling nocturnal show of the aurora borealis in Fairbanks, Alaska. The romance and grandeur and excitement that I had found elsewhere on the globe were here in spades at every turn, and all for the price of a tank (or two or three) of gas.

For a dose of patriotism, there is nothing more moving than a contemplative walk through the fields of Gettysburg, or Vicksburg, or Antietam, or the quintessentially American thrill at liftoff at the Kennedy Space Center. Dig in at Maine’s annual Lobster Festival or browse the small Norman Rockwell Museum in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, for a concentration of all-Americana, the same feeling that stirs me when driving through any crossroads caught in time, dissected by a 1950s Main Street with a shiny chrome diner at its center—a quiet blink-and-you’ll-miss-it slice of small-town America in the middle of nowhere.

Adventure is where you find it. It needn’t be on the other side of the globe or in an ancient medina, but it sure isn’t on your couch. There is no limit to the world of possibilities if you nurture your curiosity and keep your eyes open. And look closely, for the most special moments may not be at the Mount Rushmores or the Grand Canyons, although these monumental icons figure high on most travelers’ life lists. But so should a visit to Kentucky’s serene Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill, or a sighting of the wild horses that still roam the pristine shores of Cumberland Island off the coast of Georgia. What’s more, remember that rather than a carefully planned itinerary, it’s often serendipity that leads you to our greatest national treasure—the people who make up this great continent. From the gracious couple who run that B&B you stumbled upon in Hannibal (ask for the room where Mark Twain slept) to the rowdy family who spontaneously included you in Grandpa’s 80th birthday celebration in that smoky barbeque dive in Plano, Texas.

Back in the days of our massive expansion Horace Greeley urged America to “Go west, young man.” But also go north and south and east while you’re at it. Make sure you stop everywhere in between, too, eschewing the interstates for the two-lane highways—and never pass up the homemade pie. Hit the road before you hit the remote, indulge your wanderlust, and you’ll wind up agreeing with T.S. Eliot, who wrote:

And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

Creating this book has been challenging, enlightening, and humbling as I discovered time and again the country that is my home. My goal was to shed light on its most wonderful places—both world-famous and unsung—and to get you on your way to discovering them. I join my fellow Beaconite Pete Seeger in singing the high praises of this land that was made for you and me.

A Few Nuts and Bolts

Whether you’re using this book to plan your travel or are just doing a little armchair adventuring, it’ll help to know some of the general philosophy behind the entries—how they’re organized, what level of detail I’ve included, what some of the terminology refers to. At the end, I’ve also included some information on traveling between the U.S.A. and Canada.

Many entries describe a single particular experience—visiting the Heard Museum in Phoenix, Arizona, perhaps the premier collection of Native American art and culture in the country; catching a game at Boston’s venerable Fenway Park, the oldest major league ballpark in America; walking in the footsteps of Franklin Delano Roosevelt at his Hudson Valley home and the country’s first presidential library in Hyde Park, New York.

Sometimes, though, it just made more sense geographically—or in the simple attempt to create the best experience possible—to combine two, sometimes more, destinations within a single entry. Enjoying Maryland’s Talbot County on the Chesapeake’s Eastern Shore means visiting small maritime museums and historical lighthouses, then feasting at the dive-y Crab Claw in St. Michaels and overnighting at the 1710 Robert Morris Inn in stuck-in-time Oxford. And exploring New Hampshire’s Lake Region can mean a cruise on Lake Winnipesaukee, and an afternoon at the Antique & Classic Boat Show in Meredith, later falling asleep to the sound of loons at the Manor on Golden Pond on the banks of quiet Squam Lake. The California entry about the Pacific Coast Highway literally brims with all the must-stops and photo ops along America’s Dream Drive.

The Sections of the Book

For the purposes of this book, I’ve divided the United States into nine regions, which are then further subdivided geographically into states grouped from the East Coast to West Coast and beyond:

• NEW ENGLAND

• MID-ATLANTIC

• THE SOUTHEAST

• MISSISSIPPI VALLEY

• THE MIDWEST

• GREAT PLAINS

• FOUR CORNERS AND THE SOUTHWEST

• WEST COAST

• ALASKA AND HAWAII

Canada is loosely divided in half:

• EASTERN CANADA

• WESTERN CANADA

Within these divisions, entries are further divided alphabetically by state or province (see the table of contents for a quick reference), with each one’s entries further organized alphabetically by town or city or by the destination itself (Yellowstone National Park, for example, falls at the end of the Wyoming section).

At the back of the book, you’ll find a general index and ten special indexes that allow you to find information by type of entry: golf, beaches, scenic drives, museums, and so on, with a specific Take the Kids index for suggested family holidays.

Organizing the Listings

Following the text that describes each of the 1,000 places, I’ve included practical information that will help you in planning your trip—but remember, since travel information is eternally subject to change, you should always confirm by phone or e-mail before you leave home. Here’s a run-through of what you’ll see within the entries.

WHERE

Most of the practical information sections open with the entry’s distance from a major city, and list the phone number and web address. For space reasons we have included only the street address of those places listed in the entry name; for all others described in text, call or check the website. Contact information for the local tourist office for general information about the area is usually included as well.

HOW

Although rarely mentioned in the text, I sometimes recommend outfitters or operators that offer tours, treks, kayaking, and other package or customized travel to the particular destination. Occasionally these are listed by what they offer, for example, KAYAK ING or SURFING.

WHERE TO STAY

Hotels, inns, and B&Bs listed under this head have not been discussed in the entry text but merit a mention here, as they are reliable choices located near the topic of the entry, and are of at least acceptable to good quality.

COST

As prices are in continual flux, these are meant to provide you with a working indication of expense, rather than a to-the-dollar estimate. I have listed prices for all hotels, restaurants, theater and event tickets, and package trips discussed in the book, based on the following parameters. I have not included the usual costs for museums, parks, or fares for ferries and the like; they are generally moderate and not surprising. Nor, for the most part, have I included kids’ prices.

Hotels. Listed hotel costs are per double room, unless noted otherwise. Certain kinds of hotels (such as dude ranches or wilderness lodges) quote their rates on a per person, per day, and generally double-occupancy basis and are listed as such. Where applicable, hotel entries include information for peak and off-peak seasons.

Trips/Packages/Excursions.

Organized trip costs are usually given in total, per person, based on double occupancy, with notes on what is included in the rate (how many nights of accommodations, meals, transportation, amenities, etc.). Note that “Cost” does not include airfare unless otherwise stated.

Restaurants. Meal prices listed are per person and represent the average cost of a meal without wine. When the restaurant offers a special tasting menu (multiple courses, multiple wines) or a fixed-price menu for which it is known, I’ve usually listed these as well.

WHEN

I’ve noted which days and/or seasons each entry is open. For hotels and sites, WHEN does not appear if the establishment is open year-round. Single-day holiday closings (such as for Christmas) have not been noted, nor have short seasonal closings that may change from year to year—such as when some small restaurants or B&Bs close for a week or two off season, or a wilderness resort closes during late-spring “mud season.” Because so many restaurants have varied schedules, I haven’t included WHEN for these. Please call ahead.

Be especially sure to contact hotels, restaurants, and target attractions in advance if traveling during holiday months or off-season months in areas that may receive little or no traffic.

BEST TIMES

For almost every entry, I’ve listed the best time or times to visit, taking into account weather, festivals, sports and leisure opportunities, and other significant events. When no BEST TIMES are listed—as is often the case with hotels, restaurants, and museums—the implication is “year-round.”

Travel Documents

As of January 2007 all U.S. and Canadian citizens traveling between Canada and the U.S. by air must present a valid passport. Citizens traveling by land and sea (including ferries) currently need to show proof of citizenship and identity, such as a birth certificate and government-issued photo identification (for example, a driver’s license). As of January 2008, both U.S. and Canadian citizens will likely be required to show a passport for all travel between the countries. If you don’t already have one, leave ample time for the process of procuring a passport: To get a start, U.S. citizens should go to the website www.travel.state.gov. Canadians can go to www.passportcanada.gc.ca.


THE UNITED STATES

NEW ENGLAND
MID-ATLANTIC
THE SOUTHEAST
MISSISSIPPI VALLEY
THE MIDWEST
GREAT PLAINS
FOUR CORNERS AND
THE SOUTHWEST
WEST COAST
ALASKA AND HAWAII


[image: image]

NEW ENGLAND

CONNECTICUT • MAINE • MASSACHUSETTS • NEW HAMPSHIRE • RHODE ISLAND • VERMONT

[image: image]

The Victorian Charm of Two Classic River Towns

CHESTER & EAST HADDAM

Connecticut

Few Connecticut areas better retain the look of yesteryear than the lower Connecticut River valley, particularly the neighboring Victorian villages of East Haddam and Chester. East Haddam (population 8,000) developed during the 19th-century steam-boat era, and it still contains countless imposing Victorian structures, including the painstakingly restored Goodspeed Opera House, a magnificent four-story Second Empire building on the banks of the Connecticut River. The opera house boomed for its first few decades but fell on hard times by the middle of the 20th century and nearly faced the wrecking ball. Preservationists stepped in, and now the 360-seat Goodspeed shows three top-quality musicals annually.

Just downriver the curious Gillette Castle anchors the 184-acre state park of the same name. Eccentric 19th-century thespian and Connecticut son William Gillette, famous for his Sherlock Holmes portrayals, labored five years to build the elaborate—some say bombastic—24-room fieldstone castle in 1919 for a then-astounding $1 million. When the actor died in 1937, he left his riverside property to be developed as a state park. You can tour the ambitiously restored bluff-top structure, or stroll along Gillette’s 3-mile-long mini-railroad. Trains no longer operate, but you can hike along the rail bed and admire the handsome stone rail station. Bring lunch—this is a wonderful place for a picnic and an afternoon spent exploring the area’s myriad nature trails.

Nearby Chester is a delightful spot for its shopping and dining. A smattering of art galleries fill the quaint, walkable downtown of this village perched along a section of the Connecticut River that the Nature Conservancy has called one of “the last great places on earth.” Foodies laud the excellent Restaurant L&E, which occupies an unpretentious and intimate dining room. Choose from a selection of Mediterranean-inspired small plates including such pleasers as lobster and wild chanterelle mushroom panacotta or cumin spiced pork loin with gingered sweet potatoes and spiced peaches. It’s satisfying unfussy food, and the service is faultless, too.

[image: image]

Overlooking the Connecticut River, the Gillette Castle took 25 men 5 years to complete.

WHERE: 30 miles southeast of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 866-787-9640; www.visitctriver.com. GOODSPEED OPERA HOUSE: East Haddam. Tel 860-873-8668; www.goodspeed.org. Cost: tickets from $27. When: season runs late Apr–mid-Dec; tours June–Oct on Sat. GILLETTE CASTLE: East Haddam. Tel 860-526-2336. When: late May–mid-Oct. RESTAURANT L&E: Chester. Tel 860-526-5301; www.restaurantfrench75bar.com. Cost: dinner $45. BEST TIMES: early Feb for Chester Winter Carnivale, with an outdoor ice-carving competition and gallery receptions; late Aug for the Chester Fair; early Sept for Chester Lobster Festival.

The Apex of American Impressionism

CONNECTICUT’S ART TRAIL

Connecticut

Connecticut celebrates its important role in the American Impressionist art movement with its own Impressionist Trail, a highlight of which is Old Lyme, a quiet 19th-century arts colony at the mouth of the Connecticut River. Here in the late 19th century Miss Florence Griswold—a patroness of the arts—routinely hosted such talents as Henry Ward Ranger, Willard Metcalf, and Childe Hassam. Her 1817 Georgian-style mansion is now a museum; many of the hostess’s visiting artists painted directly on the walls and doors of the interior, and their works are visible today.

Within walking distance of the museum, the Bee and Thistle Inn is housed in an imposing yellow 1765 Colonial with a gambrel roof and is set among beautiful gardens and tree-shaded lawns. The 11 rooms and one guest cottage (with its own fireplace) are handsomely furnished, and the inn’s well-regarded kitchen serves simple, contemporary American fare, including a perfectly prepared herb-encrusted rack of lamb with salsa verde and blueberry BBQ pork tenderloin and perfectly prepared filet mignon topped with blue crab.

The Connecticut Impressionist Art Trail links a number of museums and attractions around the state, including the Bruce Museum in Greenwich, where the Cos Cob Art Colony thrived during the late 19th century. Metcalf, Hassam, and painters Elmer Livingston MacRae, William Merritt Chase, and John Twachtman all practiced their craft in Greenwich, and their works fill the Bruce Museum, along with paintings by Degas and Seurat and a fine portrait of George Washington by Rembrandt Peale.

Just west of Hartford in leafy Farmington, the Hill-Stead Museum is more about French than American Impressionism, although it does contain two renowned paintings by American artist Mary Cassatt (who lived in Connecticut at various times). Among the French represented are Monet, Degas, and Manet. The Hill-Stead occupies a 1901 mansion co-designed (with Stanford White) and formerly owned by Theodate Pope Riddle, who left the property to be run as a museum with all its original art and furnishings (including some precious Chinese porcelains and Japanese woodblock prints). A restored sunken garden originally laid out by famed landscape architect Beatrix Farrand surrounds the house.

A final major stop on the trail, and perhaps a somewhat underrated one, is the New Britain Museum of American Art, established in 1903. Housed inside a stunning contemporary limestone building, the collection numbers more than 10,000 works, including many by Connecticut luminaries such as Hassam, Cassatt, Metcalfe, and J. Alden Weir (who is celebrated at the Weir Farm National Historic Site in Wilton; see p. 9).

WHERE: Old Lyme is 40 miles southeast of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-863-6569 or 860-444-2206; www.mystic.org and www.arttrail.org. FLORENCE GRISWOLD MUSEUM: Old Lyme. Tel 860-434-5542; www.flogris.org. When: closed Mon. BEE AND THISTLE INN: Old Lyme. Tel 800-622-4946 or 860-434-1667; www.beeandthistleinn.com. Cost: from $135; dinner $40. BRUCE MUSEUM: Greenwich. Tel 203-869-0376; www.brucemuseum.org. When: closed Mon. HILL-STEAD MUSEUM: Farmington. Tel 860-677-4787; www.hillstead.org. When: closed Mon. NEW BRITAIN MUSEUM: Tel 860-229-0257; www.nbmaa.org. When: closed Mon. BEST TIME: late July for Old Lyme’s Midsummer Festival, which takes place in part at the Florence Griswold Museum.

Down by the Seashore

CONNECTICUT’S SEAFOOD INSTITUTIONS

Connecticut

It’s not difficult to find no-frills restaurants serving lobster and scallops along the Connecticut shoreline—and wherever you go, you can count on freshness. But some venues assume legendary reputations. Take Abbott’s Lobster in the Rough, an old-fashioned seasonal fish shanty in tiny Noank, 3 miles southwest of Mystic Seaport (see p. 15). All summer, this BYOB restaurant overlooking Long Island Sound pulls in hungry fans of seafood, most of whom have patiently waited on the inevitably long lines. You order when you walk in and then wait for your number to be called. In the meantime, scour the grassy lawn beside the restaurant for a free picnic table. The traditional lobster dinners are de rigueur—choose your lobster, which is then steamed and served with drawn butter, potato chips, and coleslaw. There is plenty more on the menu, all of it tantalizingly good: quarter-pound hot lobster rolls, oysters on the half shell, clear-broth clam chowder, and velvety New York–style cheesecake.

In Madison, along the central Connecticut shoreline, Lenny and Joe’s Fish Tale has been serving armies of shellfish lovers since it opened in 1979—a football-field-size parking lot attests to its popularity. A second restaurant, about 10 miles east in Westbrook, dishes up the same fresh food. Together, these fish joints attract more than 10,000 customers on a typical summer weekend. Favorite choices from the lengthy menu include seafood platters heaped with fried whole-belly clams and Atlantic sea scallops. Not all the best seafood joints in Connecticut are along the coast. The funky Blue Oar restaurant in Haddam sits just beyond the railroad tracks by a marina along the Connecticut River. It dishes up fresh lobster rolls, steamed mussels, grilled salmon, New England clam chowder, and the like. There’s also plenty of non-aquatic fare, including some fairly inventive nightly specials. Dining is on a casual porch or picnic tables, and the food is prepared on a gas grill. It’s BYOB, and cash only. The restaurant has remained one of the state’s better-kept secrets over the years, its reputation spread by word of mouth.

ABBOTT’S LOBSTER IN THE ROUGH: Noank. Tel 860-536-7719; www.abbotts-lobster.com. Cost: dinner $25. LENNY AND JOE’S FISH TALE: Madison. Tel 203-245-7289; Westbrook: Tel 860-669-0767; www.ljfishtale.com. Cost: dinner $20. THE BLUE OAR: Haddam. Tel 860-345-2994; www.blueoar.com. Cost: dinner $30. BEST TIMES: last weekend in May for Lobsterfest in Mystic Seaport; mid-Aug for Milford Oyster Festival; early Sept for Norwalk’s Oyster Festival.

The Perfect American Small Town and the State’s Oldest Inn

ESSEX

Connecticut

A dignified, Revolutionary War–era spirit lingers in Essex, a mint-condition one-traffic-light village on the Connecticut River, where early colonial and federal houses tell of the town’s shipbuilding heyday. On Main Street, white picket fences frame many landmark buildings, a mix of grand private homes and specialty stores.

You can learn about the town’s seafaring heritage at the waterfront Connecticut River Museum, which sits 5 miles north of where the river empties into Long Island Sound. It comprises an 1870s steamboat warehouse filled with ship models and maritime artifacts, including a full-scale replica of America’s first submarine, The Turtle, built during the Revolutionary War. Train buffs will enjoy touring the lower Connecticut River valley in vintage 1920s Pullman cars, riding the Essex Steam Train north to Deep River, where passengers can either return to Essex by train or continue aboard a three-deck Mississippi-style riverboat to East Haddam (see p. 5).

One of the most celebrated buildings in Essex is the Griswold Inn, the oldest continuously operating inn in Connecticut. Opened in 1776, the “Gris” is most famous for its Tap Room, originally the town’s schoolhouse, built in 1738. A potbellied stove sits at its center, and its wood-paneled walls are lined with maritime memorabilia and original Currier & Ives prints. Much of the inn’s buzz (not to mention Dixieland jazz and banjo music) emanates from here. Overnighters can hang their hats in any of the handsome guest rooms; many lodgers stay for the weekend just to partake of the inn’s Sunday Hunt brunch, an enormous affair said to have been initiated by the British, who commandeered the inn during the War of 1812.
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Take a ride on the Becky Thatcher, an 1870 Mississippi-style riverboat built in 1961.

It’s just a few minutes’ drive inland to tiny Ivoryton’s classic Copper Beech Inn, which occupies the former homestead of one of the community’s most esteemed merchants. The 7 acres of gardens are stunning, and the 13 rooms equally dazzling, many with soaring cathedral ceilings and deep tubs. Most of the rooms are in a handsomely restored carriage house, with just four in the Main House, also the site of a stellar restaurant, serving the likes of lobster bisque with shaved truffles and pork tenderloin with blue-cheese mashed potatoes and fava beans.

You may experience a moment of century adjustment if you’re in the area mid-July, when nearby Deep River hosts its annual Fife & Drum Muster, said to be the largest in America. More than 70 units play their hearts out as they march down Main Street during the event’s three-hour parade of uber-Americana.

WHERE: 40 miles southeast of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 860-787-9640; www.visit ctriver.com. CONNECTICUT RIVER MUSEUM: Tel 860-767-8269; www.ctrivermuseum.org. When: closed Mon. ESSEX STEAM TRAIN: Tel 860-767-0103; www.essexsteamtrain.com. GRISWOLD INN: Tel 860-767-1776; www.griswoldinn.com. Cost: from $100; Tap Room dinner $35, Sunday Hunt brunch $19. COPPER BEECH INN: Ivoryton. Tel 888-809-2056 or 860-767-0330; www.copperbeechinn.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak), from $195 (peak); dinner $70. BEST TIMES: mid-Feb for the Connecticut River Eagle Festival; mid-July for the Deep River Fife & Drum Muster; Christmas holidays.

Artistic Enclaves in Manhattan’s Verdant Backyard

FAIRFIELD COUNTY

Connecticut

The countrified but urbane enclaves of Ridgefield and Westport, 15 miles apart in tony Fairfield County, have long enjoyed popularity among artists, actors, and writers. These two upscale towns are celebrated for their artistic attractions and downtowns abundant with galleries, fine restaurants, and elegant shops.

Despite its proximity to Manhattan, Ridgefield feels a bit like one of the grand colonial New England towns in northwestern Connecticut’s Litchfield Hills. Mature shade trees line Main Street, a wide showcase of storefront businesses and venerable mansions. Don’t miss the town’s seminal Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, one of the first museums in the nation devoted exclusively to contemporary art. Its lack of a permanent collection is compensated for by provocative, changing exhibits that focus on emerging artists. Behind the museum is a fine 2-acre sculpture garden.
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The charming Westport Country Playhouse has featured many theater luminaries.

Downtown Ridgefield may be known for its snazzy restaurants, but the local legend is a modest hot-dog stand called Chez Lenard, which doles out such heavenly fare as Le Hot Dog Garniture Suisse (topped with cheese fondue blended with white wine and Kirsch). Later, dress up for dinner at Bernard’s, situated in one of the dignified clapboard houses that illustrate the town’s centuries-old roots. On Ridgefield’s border with the town of Wilton, you’ll find Connecticut’s only national park, the 153-acre Weir Farm National Historic Site, dedicated to Impressionist landscape artist J. Alden Weir.

It’s 12 miles southeast from the farm to Westport, perhaps best known to many as the longtime home of the late actor Paul Newman, who was closely associated with the acclaimed Westport Country Playhouse, a supreme smalltown theater (Elizabeth Taylor, Paul Robeson, and Bette Davis are among the alums). Many of the first-rate dramas and comedies that originated in this converted barn moved on to greater fame on Broadway.

WHERE: Ridgefield is 65 miles southwest of Hartford. Ridgefield visitor info: Tel 800-663-1273 or 860-567-4506; www.litchfieldhills.com. Westport visitor info: Tel 800-473-4868 or 203-853-7770; www.coastal ct.com. ALDRICH CONTEMPORARY ART MUSEUM: Ridgefield. Tel 203-438-4519; www.aldrichart.org. When: closed Mon. CHEZ LENARD: Ridgefield. Tel 203-431-6324; www.chezlenard.com. Cost: lunch $5. BERNARD’S: Ridgefield. Tel 203-438-8282; www.bernardsridgefield.com. Cost: dinner $60. WEIR FARM: Wilton. Tel 203-834-1896; www.nps.gov/wefa. WESTPORT COUNTRY PLAYHOUSE: Tel 203-227-4177; www.westport playhouse.org. Cost: tickets from $35. BEST TIMES: late Jan for Taste of Ridgefield food and music festival; early May for Ridgefield Antiques Market; mid-June for annual Hidden Garden Tour in Westport.

Casinos in the Country

FOXWOODS & MOHEGAN SUN

Connecticut

A little bit of Vegas glam has been sprinkled upon the casino resorts of Foxwoods and Mohegan Sun, two of the most appealing mega-gaming properties on the East Coast. Together they have transformed a sleepy swath of southeastern Connecticut into a hugely popular leisure destination. Even if you’re not a slots fan or poker aficionado, consider immersing yourself in high rollers’ perks: fabulous spas, swank restaurants, challenging golf courses, first-rate entertainment, and plush hotel rooms. Just 10 miles apart near the small city of Norwich, the two rivals have spawned a series of expansions and renovations as each vies to outdazzle the other.

Operated by the Mohegan tribe, the Mohegan Sun is the newer of the two properties, with a shiny 34-story hotel tower that soars high over the Thames River. Open 24/7, its massive casino is alive with pulsing lights and clattering bells and whistles, and a huge race book where you can wager on horses. Abundant top-of-the-line shops and restaurants are a big draw, as is a 10,000-seat sports and concert arena, and the luxurious Elemis Spa, where guests can opt for a lavender facial or Japanese shiatsu massage. Among several outstanding restaurants, celeb chef Todd English’s Tuscany may be the most popular, with an elegant dining room graced by a soaring waterfall and an innovative menu, including swordfish with tomato fennel agrodolce and pork chop and cheek with sweet potato fries and truffle honey.

Foxwoods, owned by the formerly obscure but now fabulously wealthy Mashantucket Pequot tribe, kicked off Connecticut’s casino craze when it opened in 1992 (Mohegan Sun followed four years later). The similarly prestigious, attractive resort underwent a massive expansion in 2008 and is now every bit as spectacular as its competitor. They spent over $700 million to add new hotel rooms, restaurants, gaming areas, and other features. You’ll find an enormous gaming space, a concert hall, and four contemporary hotels, the fanciest being the Grand Pequot Tower. The resort’s Lake of the Isles golf course offers 36 scenic holes of challenging play amid ancient forests and beside lakes and streams.
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With 340,000 square feet of gaming space, Foxwoods is the largest casino in the world.

Foxwoods also operates the superb Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center, set beneath a 185-foot observation tower on a ridge near the casino. High-tech, high-quality interactive exhibits tell the story of some 10,000 years of Native Americans in North America.

WHERE: 45 miles southeast of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-863-6569 or 860-444-2206; www.mystic.org. MOHEGAN SUN: Uncasville. Tel 888-226-7711; www.mohegan sun.com. Cost: rooms from $189; dinner at Todd English’s Tuscany $50. FOXWOODS: Ledyard. Tel 800-FOXWOODS; www.foxwoods.com. Cost: rooms at Grand Pequot Tower from $180. MASHANTUCKET PEQUOT MUSEUM: Ledyard. Tel 800-411-9671; www.pequotmuseum.org. BEST TIMES: late Aug, when Foxwoods hosts the 4-day Schemitzun Powwow; Oct for peak foliage.

Old Money Meets Urban Revival

CONNECTICUT’S GOLD COAST

Greenwich and Environs, Connecticut

The coastal section of Fairfield County, with its neatly preened towns inhabited by Fortune 500 CEOs and boldface names (Regis Philbin and Diana Ross have homes here, and the first President Bush was raised here), has long been called the Gold Coast. It’s a land of massive mansions, exclusive yacht and country clubs, and elegant boutiques that overlooks calm Long Island Sound. Some have called Greenwich, on the border of New York State, a leafy extension of Manhattan’s Upper East Side (it is 29 miles but worlds away). Just stroll through downtown, past the Aston Martin dealership and vaunted century-old Betteridge Jewelers shop, and you sense the deep coffers enjoyed by this Old Money enclave.

West of downtown in the ritzy, largely residential Belle Haven district, you’ll find the lavish Homestead Inn, a princely 1799 mansion that was transformed into a Gothic and Italianate Victorian inn in 1859. The place is filled with museum-quality antiques and art, sumptuous fabrics, and striking colors. Most of the 18 rooms are in the main building (playwright William Inge lived here in 1953 when writing Picnic), but there are also some handsome larger suites in neighboring outbuildings. Dining in the Homestead’s rarefied restaurant, Thomas Henkelmann (named for the inn’s chef and owner), is a treat of the highest order. Beneath timber-beam ceilings and gilt chandeliers, diners enjoy French cuisine that seamlessly blends classic with contemporary: Dover sole is raised to new heights when filled with saffron mousse and garnished with Maine lobster medallions.

Nearby communities—such as Darien, New Canaan, and Westport (see p. 9)—showcase similarly imposing homes and fine shopping, but it’s the small city of Norwalk, and especially historic South Norwalk (aka SoNo), that’s enlivened the otherwise sedate Gold Coast in recent years. A vision of inner-city blight until an exciting revitalization in the 1980s and ’90s turned it into a dynamic hub for food, shopping, nightlife, and culture, SoNo is anchored by the stunning Maritime Aquarium at Norwalk, set inside a handsomely refurbished 19th-century foundry. The state-of-the-art aquarium contains more than 1,000 animals native to Long Island Sound, and a cavernous Maritime Hall offers boatbuilding workshops and houses exhibits on nautical history—there’s also an IMAX theater.

Among SoNo’s many cool restaurants, don’t miss dinner at Match, an ultra-chic two-story space with a postindustrial design and vibrant energy. Sit at the boisterous bar and sip pomegranate Bellinis before moving on to the dining room, where one of your choices might be “peanut butter and grape jelly” halibut (served with toasted corn-truffle-nut succotash and concord grapes).

WHERE: 35 miles northeast of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 800-473-4868 or 203-853-7770; www.coastalct.com. HOMESTEAD INN: Tel 203-869-7500; www.homesteadinn.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $65. MARITIME AQUARIUM: Norwalk. Tel 203-852-0700; www.maritimeaquarium.org. MATCH: Norwalk. Tel 203-852-1088; www.matchsono.com. Cost: dinner $45. BEST TIME: early June for the Greenwich Concours d’Elegance, a 2-day festival of luxury, vintage planes, boats, and automobiles.

There’s No Place Like Home

THE MARK TWAIN HOUSE AND MUSEUM

Hartford, Connecticut

Literary fans come from around the world to visit the home of beloved author Samuel Clemens, aka Mark Twain, a pen name he derived from the term used by Mississippi River pilots to indicate a water depth of two fathoms. “To us,” Twain said, “our house … had a heart, and a soul, and eyes to see us with. … It was of us, and we were in its confidence, and lived in its grace and in the peace of its benediction.”

Although more commonly associated with his hometown of Hannibal (see p. 449), as an adult the Missouri-born Twain always held this home in Hartford’s Nook Farm section in a special light. The custom-designed High Victorian mansion was commissioned from well-known New York architect Edward Tuckerman Potter. Twain lived here with his family from 1874 to 1891, during which he penned some of his most acclaimed works, including The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. The beautifully restored 19-room mansion features decorative work by Louis Comfort Tiffany and nearly 10,000 Victorian-era objects. Guided tours point out personal items, including the 3-ton Paige typesetter, an ill-fated invention in which Twain invested, leading to his bankruptcy. A striking contemporary museum stands adjacent to the house, further detailing the life and times of this master storyteller—a key feature is a small theater showing a 22-minute Ken Burns film biography.

Nearly across the street, the Harriet Beecher Stowe Center celebrates the legacy of the author of the greatest antislavery novel of all time, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, considered to be the first international best seller. This compound is anchored by the brick Gothic Victorian “cottage” (though substantial, it is not nearly as grand as neighbor Twain’s) where the author resided from 1873 until she died in 1896. Guided tours provide insights into Stowe’s abolitionist politics and then-revolutionary social views.

WHERE: 110 miles northeast of New York City. Tel 860-247-0998; www.marktwainhouse.org. When: daily, Apr–Dec; closed Tues, Jan–Mar. HARRIET BEECHER STOWE CENTER: Tel 860-522-9258; www.harrietbeecherstowe center.org. BEST TIME: Christmastime, when the Mark Twain House is decked out in holiday splendor.

[image: image]

The Mark Twain House contains personal items including the billiards table where the author spread out his manuscript when editing.

America’s Oldest Public Art Museum

THE WADSWORTH ATHENEUM

Hartford, Connecticut

The Wadsworth Atheneum opened in 1842 and has expanded a number of times since, but the Gothic Revival main building remains the architectural centerpiece of the nation’s first public art museum. Hartford art patron Daniel Wadsworth founded the museum to share the wonders of art with the public—a concept unheard of at the time. The museum’s permanent collection slowly grew to comprise some 45,000 works dating back a few thousand years. Be sure to view the first-rate collection of Hudson River School paintings, including some by Frederic Church, a Hartford native son and friend of Wadsworth. You can also view Elizabeth Eggington, the oldest dated American portrait (1664); a fine selection of Egyptian, Greek, and Roman bronzes; and some notable French and American Impressionist works, including some by Connecticut artists (see p. 6). It also holds a rich collection of Pilgrim Century American furniture and decorative arts from the 1600s. Outside, note the enormous steel stabile Stegosaurus (1973), by Alexander Calder, who spent much of his life in Connecticut.

Downtown Hartford has a few other noteworthy attractions. History buffs should seek out the Old State House, built in 1796, the nation’s oldest still-standing statehouse. The famous Amistad trial, immortalized by the Steven Spielberg movie (1997), took place in this stunning building. Inside you can see an original Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington in the restored senate chamber. The state legislature met here until the early 1870s, when the new Connecticut State Capitol was constructed nearby in Bushnell Park. A leafy 38-acre oasis, it’s one of the Northeast’s most striking urban parks, with a number of sculptures and the still-working 1914 Bushnell Park Carousel. But the gothic and highly ornate Connecticut State Capitol, one of the most distinctive such buildings in the country, is the park’s most prominent feature. It was designed by Richard Upjohn and was completed in 1878 at an astonishing cost of $2.5 million.

At the end of your outing, enjoy a meal at Max Downtown, the centerpiece of the revered Max restaurant group (with several excellent eateries around the region). This swanky, clubby space is a favorite of the neighborhood’s politicos and CEOs keen on the sophisticated regional American fare, such as coffee rubbed “cowboy cut” beef rib chop with red onion jam.

WHERE: 110 miles northeast of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 860-787-9640; www.visit ctriver.com. WADSWORTH ATHENEUM: Tel 860-278-2670; www.wadsworthatheneum.org. When: closed Mon–Tues. OLD STATE HOUSE: Tel 860-522-6766; www.ctosh.org. When: closed Sun–Mon. CONNECTICUT STATE CAPITOL: Tel 860-240-0222; www.cga.ct.gov/ capitoltours. When: Mon–Fri; also Sat, Apr–Oct. MAX DOWNTOWN: Tel 860-522-2530; www.maxrestaurantgroup.com. Cost: dinner $45. BEST TIMES: early June for the Black-Eyed & Blues music festival in Bushnell Park; late June for Rose Weekend at Elizabeth Park’s stunning rose gardens; mid-July for Greater Hartford Festival of Jazz; early Aug for Taste of Hartford food festival.
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The State Capitol is crowned by a gold-leaf dome.

Rural Sophistication Under the Elms

LITCHFIELD HILLS

Connecticut

The notion that the real New England is an endless drive from the urban chaos of New York City is dispelled upon approaching the Litchfield Hills, a bucolic swath of horse farms, verdant woodland, and sophisticated villages tucked into rolling hills. Unfolding beyond every bend is a classic Currier & Ives landscape of 18th- and 19th-century saltbox farmhouses, red barns, imposing clapboard mansions, stone walls, and quiet lakes such as Bantam, the largest in the state.

Dapper, neatly preserved Litchfield anchors the region, with its tidy, elm-shaded green, elegant storefronts, and refined restaurants. The once prosperous trading center played a valiant, behind-the-scenes role in the American Revolution. On the outskirts of town you’ll find Connecticut’s largest nature preserve, the 4,000-acre White Memorial Foundation, whose Conservation Center Museum contains extensive exhibits detailing the region’s natural history. Some 35 miles of trails (including 6 miles of the Mattatuck Trail, which traverses the county before joining the Appalachian Trail in Cornwall, 13 miles northwest of here), are available for biking, horseback riding, hiking, and cross-country skiing.

In this naturally endowed corner of New England where little changes, 2006 saw the arrival of the ultra-luxury mini-resort, Winvian, on the edge of White Memorial Foundation, in the neighboring town of Morris. The all-inclusive 100-acre retreat with 18 sumptuous individual cottages is tailor-made for anyone from the living-well-is-the-best-revenge school of life: Fly-fishing to fill an idyllic day and wine tastings for the palate are among its offerings. Myriad face and body treatments are provided by the relaxed but super-sophisticated 5,000-square-foot spa. Prices are out of this world, but so is the service.

About a half-hour drive north of Litchfield, in sylvan Norfolk, the Bavarian Tudor-style Manor House B&B was built in 1898 by Charles Spofford, who designed London’s subway system. He enlisted the assistance of his friend Louis Tiffany, who supplied 20 stained-glass windows for the parlor while elsewhere guest rooms come in many configurations, some with soaring pitched ceilings.

Litchfield’s West Street Grill is king of the region’s vaunted dining scene. Many foodies credit this unpretentious yet charming place for sparking the region’s growth into a first-rate culinary destination. Since opening in 1991 in a popular location near the Litchfield Green, it has been the place to go when you want to linger for a couple of hours, savoring a bottle of wine from the well-chosen list. Menu highlights such as beef short ribs served with pumpkin puree, applewood smoked bacon, and maple glaze keep this place forever full.

WHERE: 35 miles west of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-663-1273 or 860-567-4506; www.litchfieldhills.com. WHITE MEMORIAL: Tel 860-567-0857; www.whitememorialcc.org. WINVIAN: Morris. Tel 860-567-9600; www.winvian.com. Cost: from $1,450 per person, including meals, beverages, and activities. MANOR HOUSE B&B: Norfolk. Tel 866-542-5690 or 860-542-5690; www.manorhousenorfolk.com. Cost: from $130. WEST STREET GRILL: Litchfield. Tel 860-567-3885; www.weststreetgrill.com. Cost: dinner $45. BEST TIMES: early July for Litchfield Open House Tour; June–Aug for chamber music in Norfolk; early Aug for Litchfield Jazz Festival; Oct for glorious foliage.

America’s Maritime Museum

MYSTIC SEAPORT & STONINGTON

Connecticut

Mystic is one of the Northeast’s most visited villages, primarily because of Mystic Seaport—the Museum of America and the Sea. America’s leading maritime museum, it houses the world’s largest collection of historic boats and ships. Much of its 17-acre riverfront site encompasses a re-created coastal village complete with a schoolhouse, church, and dozens of homes, stores, and workshops that bring salty 19th-century maritime America to life. A number of fully rigged sailing ships docked here are open for visits, among them the Charles W. Morgan (1841), America’s last surviving wooden whaling ship (complete with “blubber room”). The Seaport’s most ambitious exhibit, “Voyages: Stories of America and the Sea,” examines our nation’s connection to its oceans, rivers, and lakes. The area’s other major draw, the kid-popular Mystic Aquarium and Institute for Exploration, offers some 40 live exhibits of sea life, including more than 4,000 specimens and one of the world’s largest beluga whale exhibits.
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The tall ship Joseph Conrad at Mystic Seaport was built in 1882.

Take to the gentle nearby hills for sweeping harbor views, and follow privacy-seeking Lauren Bacall and Humphrey Bogart to the Inn at Mystic. The couple honey-mooned here in a secluded cottage behind the main building, a regal 1904 Colonial Revival mansion. A newer annex has increased the number of rooms, but romantics should hold out for the more atmospheric original main house.

Meander just 5 miles east to visit the little-known Borough of Stonington, the state’s easternmost coastal community and one of New England’s most endearing. First settled in 1649, this former whaling and shipbuilding center looks today much as it might have a century ago, its leafy streets lined with sea captains’ homes and churches. Follow the smell of the sea down the main thoroughfare, Water Street, which ends at a small beach and an early 19th-century light-house. Stonington has a handful of low-key restaurants serving outstanding food, including the tiny, chef-owned Noah’s, a homey spot known for addictive sweet rolls at breakfast, homemade clam chowder at lunch, and chargrilled salmon with lemond-ill butter at dinner.

At the very least, spend one idyllic night at the posh Inn at Stonington, overlooking the lovely harbor. For such a small town, this is worldly luxury; several of the 18 rooms have private decks overlooking the water. They’re all housed in two new buildings constructed in the classic Greek Revival style.

WHERE: 55 miles southeast of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-863-6569 or 860-444-2206; www.mystic.org. MYSTIC SEAPORT: Tel 888-973-2767 or 860-572-5315; www.mysticseaport.org. MYSTIC AQUARIUM: Tel 860-572-5955; www.mysticaquarium.org. THE INN AT MYSTIC: Tel 800-237-2415 or 860-536-9604; www.innatmystic.com. Cost: from $115 (off-peak), from $195 (peak). NOAH’S: Stonington. Tel 860-535-3925; www.noahsfinefood.com. Cost: dinner $35. INN AT STONINGTON: Tel 860-535-2000; www.innatstonington.com. Cost: from $140 (off-peak), from $180 (peak). BEST TIMES: late May for Lobsterfest; June for Sea Music Festival; July for Antique and Classic Wooden Boat Rendezvous; mid-Oct for Chowder Fest; the Christmas holidays for Lantern Light Evening Tours.

A Panoply of Possibilities

NEW HAVEN DINING

Connecticut

Few small New England cities claim a more eclectic, polished, and creative culinary reputation than New Haven, home to Connecticut’s greatest concentration of noteworthy eateries. What’s more, this is a college city (see next page), and many restaurants keep their price points geared toward indigent students and budget-minded professors.

You can appreciate the city’s self-anointed role as “Pizza Capital of the World” by visiting Little Italy, specifically Wooster Street, where a few acclaimed pizza joints stand cheek by jowl, the most famous being Frank Pepe’s, which has been turning out incomparably delicious thin-crust pies since 1925. Purists insist on ordering Pepe’s “white” pies, sans the usual red sauce. The one topped with freshly chopped clams is a revelation; add bacon to that and watch Pepe’s regulars swoon. This is a no-frills dining room, short on character, and pizza is the only thing on the menu. Pepe’s doesn’t take reservations, and the line to get in here on weekends is a given; try to come on a weekday to avoid the legions of Pepe’s apasionati.

Sally’s Apizza is the city’s pizza “newcomer,” having opened in 1938 when Sal “Sally” Consiglio, a nephew of Pepe’s, started his own place down the street. It also serves expertly prepared pies, and reservations are accepted here. Save a little room for dessert at Libby’s Italian Pastry Shop, a revered source of gelato, Italian ice (of some 20 flavors you’ll find favorites like sambuca and amaretto), and 20 varieties of Sicilian cannoli.

New Haven is also home to the restaurant that takes credit for having invented the hamburger. Louis’ Lunch opened in 1895 in a tiny redbrick dining room, just steps from Yale’s campus. The burgers are individually broiled vertically and served on toast with your choice of cheese, tomato, or onion. Do not ask for ketchup. Do not ask for mustard. Neither is ever available, as the folks at Louis’ Lunch claim that such additives would only “corrupt” the “classic taste” of such an artful burger.

New Haven excels in other ethnic cuisines as well. Bentara, an alluring Malaysian restaurant, stands out. Try the Prince Edward Island mussels with a coconut-curry sauce, or wok-fried hot-and-spicy calamari with shrimp paste, tamarind juice, and tomato sauce.

WHERE: 40 miles south of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-332-STAY or 203-777-8550; www.newhavencvb.org. FRANK PEPE’S: Tel 203-865-5762; www.pepespizza.com. Cost: large pie $20. SALLY’S APIZZA: Tel 203-624-5271. Cost: large pie $16. LIBBY’S ITALIAN PASTRY SHOP: Tel 203-772-0380; www.libbyscookies.com. LOUIS’ LUNCH: Tel 203-562-5507; www.louislunch.com. Cost: burger $8. BENTARA: Tel 203-562-2511; www.bentara.com. Cost: dinner $30. BEST TIMES: late Apr for Wooster Street’s Cherry Blossom Festival; late June for St. Andrew’s Italian Feast celebration.
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Louis’ Lunch, the birthplace of the hamburger.

American Gothic

YALE UNIVERSITY

New Haven, Connecticut

The nation’s third-oldest university and the embodiment of preeminent Ivy prestige, Yale University and its host city have long been linked. Founded 20 miles east in 1702 and moved here in 1716, Yale infuses New Haven with a vibrant and youthful buzz as well as vast cultural riches, from outstanding museums and theaters to regal gothic architecture. New Haven’s skyline is dominated by the university’s 221-foot Harkness Tower, which soars high over Memorial Quadrangle. From its earliest years, the university graduated talented young minds that have gone on to accomplish great things, from lexicographer Noah Webster to inventor Eli Whitney to various presidents including Bill Clinton (who together with his wife, Hillary, attended the university’s law school) and both Presidents George Bush.
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Most of Yale’s older buildings were constructed in the gothic style.

Yale’s campus makes for a fascinating architectural survey, and not just of the traditional collegiate gothic variety. The Yale University Art Gallery is considered one of the finest architectural designs of Louis I. Kahn. Inside you’ll find the renowned collections of Etruscan, Egyptian, and Greek art; the esteemed collection of Chinese and Japanese works; and Impressionist pieces by such European masters as Cézanne, Van Gogh, and Picasso. Kahn is also responsible for the dashing building across the street, the Yale Center for British Art, in which you’ll find as fine a collection of English art as exists outside Great Britain. Another Yale attraction of considerable note is the Beinecke Rare Book Library, which is housed inside one of the campus’s most avant-garde buildings, a minimalist geometric structure designed in 1963 by Gordon Bunshaft and sheathed in white marble panels. Highlights include the most comprehensive archive of playwright and Connecticut resident Eugene O’Neill as well as an original Gutenberg Bible.

The west side of campus borders one of New Haven’s most dynamic neighborhoods, the College-Chapel District. You can wander along the tidy, tree-lined New Haven Green, which abuts campus and is home to three historic churches, and poke your head inside the dozens of hip cafés coffeehouses, bookstores, and quaint shops in the area.

WHERE: 40 miles south of Hartford. Tel 203-432-2300; www.yale.edu/visitor. YALE ART GALLERY: Tel 203-432-0600; www.art gallery.yale.edu. When: closed Mon. YALE CENTER FOR BRITISH ART: Tel 203-432-2800; www.ycba.yale.edu. When: closed Mon. BEINECKE LIBRARY: Tel 203-432-2977; www.library.yale.edu/beinecke. When: closed Sun. BEST TIMES: last 2 weeks of June for the International Festival of Arts & Ideas, featuring spoken word performances, theater, music, lectures, and tours; first 3 weekends in Aug for New Haven Jazz Festival.

Tranquility, History, and Pastoral Good Looks

CONNECTICUT’S QUIET CORNER

Connecticut

Rarely does the congested Eastern Seaboard offer places of true peace and quiet, amid pastoral scenes of dairy farms and sleepy mill towns. Here in Connecticut’s northeast corner is one such spot. The National Park Service has described the area as “the Last Green Valley in the sprawling metropolitan Boston-to-Washington corridor.”

Route 169, designated by the Federal Highway Administration as one of America’s 14 Scenic Byways, meanders for 32 miles through the area, taking in the expansive Quinebaug and Shetucket rivers corridor, a well-preserved swath of tended farmland and protected parks and preserves. Follow it from the Massachusetts border to the village of Canterbury, and you’ll pass more than 200 homes dating from the mid-19th century or before. One of the Quiet Corner’s largest towns is Putnam, a former mill and manufacturing town that fell on hard times after WWII and languished until the 1980s, when it was reinvented as an important hub of antiques shopping.

The area’s most luxurious lodging is found at the handsome Inn at Woodstock Hill in South Woodstock, whose rooms are housed in a renovated 1816 farmhouse. There are few more delightful ways to enjoy a meal than by having dinner at Brooklyn’s Golden Lamb Buttery. The setting is a handsome red barn at the 1,000-acre Hillendale Farm, operated as an acclaimed restaurant by Bob and Virginia “Jimmie” Booth since 1963. There’s just one seating, and a prix fixe meal of limited but reliably excellent choices—perhaps the perfectly prepared house specialty of roast duckling or chateaubriand with generous family-style sides of vegetables, followed by lemon pudding cake. Guests are also treated to live music and an old-fashioned hayride.

WHERE: Putnam is 45 miles east of Hartford. Visitor info: Tel 800-863-6569 or 860-536-8822; www.mystic.org. RTE. 169: www.byways.org. INN AT WOODSTOCK HILL: South Woodstock. Tel 860-928-0528; www.woodstockhill.net. Cost: from $130. GOLDEN LAMB BUTTERY: Brooklyn. Tel 860-774-4423; www.thegoldenlamb.com. Cost: prix fixe dinner $75. BEST TIMES: late Aug for Brooklyn Fair (the nation’s oldest agricultural fair); early Sept for Woodstock Fair; Oct for Walktober walking weekends (www.tlgv.org).

A Corner of Country Splendor in the Nutmeg State

WASHINGTON & NEW PRESTON

Connecticut

Deep in the heart of verdant Litchfield County (see p. 14), tiny Washington has grown into a smart, sophisticated cultural crossroads, with a host of nationally acclaimed restaurants, inviting bookstores, galleries, and clothing and antiques shops. A diminutive 19th-century mill town of pretty clapboard Victorian buildings, neighboring New Preston contains shops selling antiques, decorative arts, and fine furniture. High-profile celebs with homes in the region enjoy their anonymity, ambling around the village or window shopping within earshot of the Aspetuck River’s gushing waterfalls.

Drive southeast on Route 47 for about 10 miles to reach Woodbury, where dozens of high-end shops selling museum-quality furnishings have earned it the title of “Antiques Capital of Connecticut.” But visitors are also drawn here by the reputation of the Good News Café, opened by Carole Peck, one of the first female graduates of the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York (see p. 156). Peck changes her menu seasonally but has long featured a few standby favorites to please devoted regulars: The pecan-crusted oysters with cherry tomato and jicama salsa is second only to the unusual mac-and-cheese with lobster and Swiss chard, accentuated with white truffle oil and imported provolone.

Washington’s best of show is the elegant Mayflower Inn & Spa, one of New England’s most opulent. The 1992 inn sits on 58 acres crisscrossed with trails, streams, gardens, and stands of rhododendron, its spacious interiors filled with English and French antiques; a brand-new 20,000-square-foot spa has further polished its image. Meals at the Mayflower are romantic and surprisingly unfussy. Expect the freshest and purest foods, such as Colorado lamb chops, line-caught Hawaiian swordfish, and the season’s tastiest vegetables. For dessert there are sweet dreams in four-poster featherbeds with Frette linens, and the promise of tomorrow’s spa treatments, perhaps a rosemary-and-citrus deep-body soak. Or head north out of Washington for a few miles to reach Lake Waramaug and its bucolic green hills, country cottages, and rambling farmsteads. Overlooking the rippling waters is the 1890s Boulders Inn, which was virtually reinvented in 2003 and offers ultra-cushy accommodations and memorable dining. Spend the weekend here and enjoy the famous Sunday brunch, a truly lavish affair.

WHERE: 50 miles southwest of Hartford. GOOD NEWS CAFÉ: Woodbury. Tel 203-266-4663; www.good-news-cafe.com. Cost: dinner $40. MAYFLOWER INN: Washington. Tel 860-868-9466; www.mayflowerinn.com. Cost: from $550; dinner $50. THE BOULDERS INN: New Preston. Tel 800-455-1565 or 860-868-0541; www.bouldersinn.com. Cost: from $350; dinner $60. BEST TIMES: Sun from early Apr–mid-Nov in nearby New Milford for the Elephant’s Trunk Flea Market (www.etflea.com); late Sept–early Oct for prime leafpeeping; Dec for Christmas Show & Sale at the Washington Art Association; Christmas Eve, when Woodbury’s Main St. is lit with luminaria.

Rusticating amid Nature’s Grandeur

ACADIA NATIONAL PARK

Maine

Like other stretches of heaven on earth, much of the idyllic Maine coast has been bought up over the years by the well-to-do, who’ve fenced it off for their own private use. It’s ironic, then, that in the case of Mount Desert Island, Americans owe a debt of gratitude to some rich folks who put the common good above their own interests, and handed this lovely island over to the public domain.

When French explorers began arriving in the early 17th century, they found the island inhabited by the Wabanaki Indians. Samuel Champlain, noting its barren, rocky summits, named it “Monts Desert.” France and England vied for the island for the next 200 years; somewhere along the line its name became a linguistic hybrid, written in English but pronounced with a French accent, making it sound like “dessert.”

By mid-19th century it began to gain fame for its beauty. Painters of the Hudson River School arrived, creating works that led their rich patrons to blaze a path to Mount Desert, to see the simple life for themselves. In time, the Rockefellers, Astors, Fords, Vanderbilts, and their fellow “rusticators” founded a summer colony, building elegant estates they referred to as “cottages.” Among the wealthy bunch was one George B. Dorr, who in 1901 began buying up land in the area, eventually turning over thousands of acres to the federal government. In 1929 the U.S. set aside much of that land as Acadia National Park. The park today totals 35,000 acres of craggy grandeur, covered with lush fir and spruce forests, dotted with lakes, and surrounded by great opportunities for offshore whale-watching.

The timeless serenity of the island is tested by the ever-increasing number of visitors—the 27-mile Park Loop Road, for instance, one of the most picturesque drives in America, attracts big crowds in summer. But avoiding traffic is easy enough. In 1917, when John D. Rockefeller Jr. became unhappy with the arrival of the noisy automobile on the island, he began work on the 57-mile network of bridge-linked carriage roads that today offer some of the nation’s loveliest carfree walking and bicycling, and become a splendid network of cross-country ski trails in winter. Hiking trails cross the island, offering great views and demanding only moderate effort. Most visitors, however, will need a car to watch the sunrise from Cadillac Mountain, a park tradition. At 1,530 feet the highest peak on the U.S. Atlantic coast, this is the spot where America catches its first rays of the morning sun.
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Acadia National Park contains more than 120 miles of historic hiking trails.

Plan to arrive at Jordan Pond House on the Park Loop Road in time for late-afternoon tea and popovers on the restaurant’s front lawn. Rusticate overnight at the Claremont Hotel and Cottages, sitting grandly on 6 shorefront acres since 1869. Grab a chair on the porch for poetry-inspiring views of the Somes Sound.

WHERE: 36 miles southeast of Bangor. Tel 207-288-3338; www.nps.gov/acad. When: Park Loop Rd. closed early Dec–mid-Apr. JORDAN POND HOUSE: Tel 207-276-3316; www.jordanpond.com. Cost: lunch $18. CLAREMONT HOTEL: Tel 207-244-5036; www.theclaremonthotel.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $185 (peak). When: late May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: July–Aug for the weather and whale-watching.

Charm, Chamber Music, and a Cozy Inn

BLUE HILL

Maine

Located right between the popular vacation destinations of Acadia National Park and Penobscot Bay, the tiny coastal village of Blue Hill is one of those “who knew?” places. Serene and charming, full of elm-shaded streets and solid New England homes, it is also graced with one of America’s best chamber music schools and one of the world’s largest music libraries. Add in the winding roads, picturesque farms, and coastal scenery of the surrounding Blue Hill Peninsula, and you have the kind of Maine destination people dream about.

Five minutes from downtown Blue Hill, Kneisel Hall was founded in 1902 by Austrian violinist and concertmaster Franz Kneisel, and today maintains its position as one of the country’s foremost chamber music schools. Each summer, it hosts a series of weekend concerts presenting works from Beethoven and Brahms to Ned Rorem and Henry Cowell. Elsewhere in town, the Bagaduce Music Lending Library began in 1983 as a teatime idea hatched by three Maine musicians and artists’ managers with the goal of making sheet music available to the general public. The library expanded quickly with the help of generous donations, moving from its original two-car garage to the top floor of a storage barn. Today it’s one of the largest lending libraries of sheet music in the world, with more than 215,000 titles and a million copies of printed music.

Near the heart of the village, just uphill from the bay and facing 950-foot Blue Hill Mountain, the Blue Hill Inn has welcomed visitors continuously since 1840. The 11-room Federal-style house offers a perfect mix of old-fashioned country ambience and high-end grace notes. Nineteenth-century antiques fill the cozy rooms and public areas, while old pumpkin pine floorboards creak reassuringly. Mornings begin with multicourse breakfasts; evenings include a daily innkeepers’ reception in the main parlor. The fireplace warms guests on the outside and an extensive wine list takes care of their insides.

WHERE: 135 miles northeast of Portland. KNEISEL HALL: Tel 207-374-2203; www.kneisel.org. Cost: concert tickets from $10. When: late June–Aug. BAGADUCE MUSIC LENDING LIBRARY: Tel 207-374-5454; www.bagaducemusic.org. When: closed Sat–Sun. BLUE HILL INN: Tel 800-826-7415 or 207-374-2844; www.bluehillinn.com. Cost: rooms from $155. When: main house May–Oct. BEST TIMES: summer weekends for Kneisel concert series; 4th of July weekend for the Blue Hill Pops Festival, featuring everything from choral music to klezmer and Dixieland jazz.

Pursuit of Romance and Adventure

WOODEN BOAT SCHOOL

Brooklin, Maine

It’s a fantasy shared by wage slaves and cubicle inmates all over the world: to build one’s own boat and sail away to romance and adventure. Maine’s WoodenBoat School doesn’t promise romance and adventure, but it can sure get you started on boatbuilding. Founded in 1981 by the publishers of WoodenBoat magazine and situated on a gorgeous 64-acre coastal estate, the school offers expert instruction in boat design and construction, repair, seamanship, and woodworking. “Fundamentals of Boatbuilding” courses teach the craft from a global perspective, with students constructing difficult vessels on the theory that if they can build those, they can build anything. Many courses focus on specific types of boats, from sea kayaks and traditional wood-and-canvas canoes to ketches, skiffs, and dories; others teach basic seamanship, the mechanics of sailing, coastal navigation, joinery, ropework, and even bronze-casting your own marine hardware. With courses lasting one and two weeks, students have time to work, learn, explore Brooklin and other nearby towns, and take the school’s rowing and sailing craft out onto some of the Northeast’s best waters.

Days begin early, with American-style breakfast served in the dining hall, followed by classes from 8 A.M. to 5 P.M. After the evening meal, some students resume work on their boats, while others pick the brains of their instructors, visit the research library, go sailing, or just enjoy the cool summer evenings. Some return year after year, fueled by the same love of tradition and craft that animates the teaching staff. It’s an admirable enterprise, a perfect antidote to our all-too-disposable culture. Maybe they do offer romance and adventure after all.

WHERE: 40 miles south of Bangor; 41 WoodenBoat Lane. Tel 207-359-4651; www.thewoodenboatschool.com. Cost: 1-week courses from $700; room and board $450 per person, per week, doubles with shared baths. WHEN: late May–mid-Sept. BEST TIME: Sept for the annual WoodenBoat Sail-In, when the schooners of the Maine Windjammer fleet gather in the harbor for music and tours.

Skiing—or Golfing—in the Woods of Maine

SUGARLOAF

Carrabassett Valley, Maine

Though Sugarloaf is often called the best ski resort in the Northeast, it’s not for everybody, which may be one of the reasons its aficionados are so dedicated to it. Credit the long drive (about four hours from Boston) and the bitterly cold winter winds that can whip through the mountain’s higher reaches. But what are a few small inconveniences when balanced against such phenomenal skiing and small-town friendliness?

Opened for skiing in 1951, the resort came into its own in the 1970s with the construction of additional chairlifts and trailside condos. Today it’s got a continuous one-mountain vertical drop of 2,820 feet (the longest in the East); the only lift-served, above-treeline skiing in the East; 133 trails totaling more than 54 miles and accommodating everyone from kids to the most expert experts; two snowboarding half-pipes (one of them Olympic quality) and three world-class terrain parks; and an alpine village that’s nicely glitz-free, keeping the focus on the snow. For the ultimate challenge, head to the Snowfields and take the very steep White Nitro run. The friendly, low-key atmosphere also makes Sugarloaf a great place to introduce kids to skiing, with a kids’ program that offers lessons as well as nonski activities for all ages.
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At 4,237 feet Sugarloaf is the second highest peak in Maine.

Accommodations range from the Grand Summit, a classic mountain hotel with 120 rooms and stupendous views, to more than 1,000 mountainside condos and town-house apartments. Après ski, stop by the Shipyard Brewhaus, a ski-in/ski-out pub managed by Portland’s Shipyard Brewing Company, Maine’s largest microbrewery.

In summer, Sugarloaf transforms into a golf resort, home to an 18-hole Robert Trent Jones course that’s consistently rated the best in Maine and one of the top 100 courses in the country. It could well be the finest wilderness mountain course in America, carved from pine and white birch forests and stretching to nearly 7,000 yards.

WHERE: 125 miles north of Portland. Tel 800-THE-LOAF or 207-237-2000; www.sugarloaf.com. COST: lift tickets $74; greens fees from $69 (off-peak), from $95 (peak). WHEN: mid-Nov–Apr for skiing; mid-June–mid-Oct for golf. GRAND SUMMIT: Tel 207-824-3500; www.sundayriver.com. Cost: from $210. BEST TIMES: Jan for the smallest crowds; Mar for the heaviest snowfall; 2nd weekend of Apr for Budweiser Reggae Festival (www.sugarloaf.com/reggae.html).

A Leading Player in the Preppy Handbook

L. L. BEAN

Freeport, Maine

It all began with the boots. Back in 1912, Leon Leonwood Bean stitched a leather upper to a waterproof rubber shoe and made up a flier advertising his Maine Hunting Shoe, “designed by a hunter who has tramped Maine woods for the past eighteen years.” When most of the boots were returned to him with stitching problems, he issued full refunds and used the experience to perfect his product. It was a business model that over the next half century made his clothes the de facto uniform of New England: trustworthy, traditionally styled, and weatherproof as a duck.

The flagship store in Freeport is an institution. Opened in 1917, the walk-in business grew so large that in 1951 they took the locks off the front door, and have been open 24 hours a day, 365 days a year ever since. They have expanded and modernized along the way and now the place is as big as a small mall. It has its own zip code and greets some 3.5 million visitors every year. In addition to all the boots, sweaters, khakis, parkas, and rain gear you could ever need, there’s an outdoor department that stocks camping, boating, cycling, fishing, hunting, and winter sports gear; and introductory courses in kayaking, fly-casting, archery, clay shooting, snowshoeing, orienteering, and outdoor photography are offered at just $12 per person. During the summer, Bean’s outdoor concert series features a mix of jazz, rock, country, and whatever else comes along, with big names like Suzanne Vega and Don MacLean highlighting the list. Come fall, Bean sponsors a hunting expo; a spring expo concentrates on fishing.
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The Bean Boot stands 17 feet tall outside the L. L. Bean headquarters.

Be sure to plan some non-Bean time in Freeport too: The town is home to scores of outlet stores. Respite can be found at the family-run Harraseeket Inn, just two blocks from Bean, complete with mahogany paneling, charming antiques, cozy fireplaces, and the award-winning Maine Dining Room.

WHERE: 15 miles north of Portland. Tel 800-441-5713; www.llbean.com. HARRASEEKET INN: Tel 800-342-6423 or 207-865-9377; www.harraseeketinn.com. Cost: from $125 (off-peak), from $200 (peak); dinner $40. BEST TIMES: summer weekends for local events; Oct weekends for foliage and great weather.

“Lighthouses are more helpful than churches.” —Benjamin Franklin

THE LIGHTHOUSE TRAIL

Maine

If you had to pick one symbol to represent coastal Maine, it would have to be the lighthouse. Standing out on a cliff, or atop a storm-racked island, these beacons act as earthbound stars to sailors on the dark sea. More than 60 of them dot the state’s shoreline, from Cape Neddick in the south to West Quoddy Head in the north, at the Canadian border; and many of them are accessible to the public.

Cape Neddick Light, aka the “Nubble Light,” sits on a small, characteristically rocky Maine island just 100 yards off the mainland. First lit in 1879, it’s one of the most picturesque lighthouses in the country—so much so that the crew of the Voyager II space probe, launched in 1977 in the hope of finding extraterrestrial life, brought a picture of the Nubble with them, intending to use its image to represent all earthly lighthouses.

Farther north up the coast, the majestic Portland Head Light is Maine’s oldest, dating back to 1791. Though the tower isn’t open to the public, the grounds and outbuildings are: The former keeper’s quarters houses a museum, while the Cliff Walk trail winds along the coast, offering spectacular views. Nearby, South Portland’s conical “sparkplug”-style Spring Point Ledge Light sits at the end of a 900-foot stone breakwater that allows pedestrians and fishermen to walk out onto Casco Bay. At the foot of the jetty is the Portland Harbor Museum, with exhibits chronicling the history of the port.

South of Bath, at the mouth of the Kennebec River, the Seguin Island Light is perched on what looks like a Scottish moor. Though the present tower dates to 1857, lighthouses have occupied the site since 1797. The Maine Maritime Museum in Bath offers boat tours that visit the Seguin Light and up to nine others.

About ten miles east of Boothbay, the Pemaquid Point Light is situated at the top of a dramatic granite ledge extending into the Gulf of Maine. Exceptionally well preserved, with an on-site art gallery and Fishermen’s Museum, it’s one of the most visited sites along the Maine coast. Visitors can climb the tower for incredible views, and if they’re lucky they’ll catch a distant glimpse of Monhegan Island, site of its own quaint light-house (see p. 27).

Seen as you head north toward Penobscot Bay, the Marshall Point Light guards the entrance to Port Clyde, a longtime artists’ retreat where painter Andrew Wyeth held his first one-man show in 1937. The 31-foot light-house tower is extremely photogenic, with a long wood-plank walkway connecting to its Colonial-revival keeper’s quarters, which dates from 1895 and now houses a museum.

In the town of Rockland, the Rockland Breakwater Light sits at the end of a nearly mile-long stone jetty. In town, the Maine Lighthouse Museum houses America’s best collection of lighthouse memorabilia, including an extensive collection of Fresnel lenses, the last word when it comes to lighting the seas.

CAPE NEDDICK LIGHT: York. Tel 207-363-1040; www.nubblelight.org. PORTLAND HEAD LIGHT: Cape Elizabeth. Tel 207-799-2661; www.portlandheadlight.com. When: late May–mid-Oct. SPRING POINT LEDGE LIGHT: S. Portland. Tel 207-699-2676; www.springpointlight.org. When: June–mid-Oct. SEGUIN ISLAND LIGHT: Boat tours from the Maine

Maritime Museum, Bath. Tel 207-443-1316; www.bathmaine.com. Cost: from $40. When: late June–Aug. PEMAQUID POINT LIGHT: New Harbor. Tel 207-677-2494. When: late May–early Oct. MARSHALL POINT LIGHT: Port Clyde. Tel 207-372-6450; www.marshallpoint.org. When: Sat–Sun in May; daily, June–mid-Oct. ROCKLAND BREAKWATER LIGHT: Rockland Harbor. Tel 207-542-7574; www.rocklandlighthouse.com. When: Sat–Sun, late May–mid-Oct. MAINE LIGHTHOUSE MUSEUM: Rockland. Tel 207-594-3301; www.mainelighthousemuseum.com. When: June–Oct. BEST TIME: summer for weather.
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Portland Head Light partly inspired Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s famous poem “The Lighthouse.”

George Bush Slept Here

THE KENNEBUNKS

Maine

The Kennebunks—Kennebunk, Kennebunkport, and Kennebunk Beach—are the quintessence of seaside Maine, brimming with magnificent architecture, beautiful lighthouses, rocky beaches, seaside hiking, bike routes, lobster rolls, and fine dining.

First settled in the early 17th century, the Kennebunks gained fame and wealth two centuries later as shipbuilding towns. That boom went bust after the Civil War, but its legacy—a profusion of grand Colonial- and Federal-style homes sitting amid a picture-perfect landscape—helped transform the Kennebunks into one of Maine’s most popular resort areas. Over the following decades, vacationing notables included St. Louis businessman D. D. Walker, whose son George Herbert Walker later bought property in the area. George Herbert’s grandson and great-grandson, the two President Bushes, still vacation here from time to time.

Kennebunkport’s White Barn Inn is one of New England’s greatest, comprised of an 1820s gatehouse, carriage house, May’s Cottage (where the inn’s original owner once lived), and the main building, a classic autumn-gold clapboard with white trim. Twenty-five meticulously appointed European-style guest rooms are done up with four-poster, canopy, and sleigh beds, and modern amenities including Jacuzzis. A swimming pool offers an alternative to sandy Gooch’s Beach, within walking distance but with water that’s almost always too cold for swimming. A highlight of any stay is a meal in the inn’s restaurant, widely considered the best dining north of Boston. Here, rustic and refined blend seamlessly in two lofty barns, with creaky floorboards and locally crafted antiques, all glowing with candlelight.

As a cozy, romantic alternative the Federal-style Captain Lord Mansion has 16 guest rooms, each named for a ship built by its original owner. Gas fireplaces, Oriental rugs, and overstuffed furniture lend a period air. A rooftop cupola looks out over the vast lawn toward the Kennebunk River.

Despite their tony reputation, the Kennebunks aren’t all about moneyed luxury. At the west end of the Kennebunkport Bridge, the Clam Shack is one of America’s great seafood dives. No utensils here, and no seats: You just order your fried clams and lobster rolls through the walk-up window and roll up your sleeves.

WHERE: 20 miles south of Portland. WHITE BARN INN: Tel 207-967-2321; www.whitebarninn.com. Cost: from $310 (off-peak), from $400 (peak); dinner $95. CAPTAIN LORD MANSION: Tel 800-522-3141 or 207-967-3141; www.captainlord.com. Cost: from $189 (off-peak), from $289 (peak). THE CLAM SHACK: Tel 207-967-2560. Cost: $10. When: May–Oct. BEST TIMES: spring–fall for idyllic weather; 1st weeks of Dec for Christmas Prelude festival (www.christmasprelude.com).

Where the Arts Meet the Atlantic

MONHEGAN ISLAND

Maine

Ten miles out to sea, tiny Monhegan Island is Maine in miniature, a 700-acre artist’s rendering of everything that makes this stretch of coast called Down East great. On its eastern side, towering headland cliffs greet the pounding Atlantic, while from the western (village) side hikers can set out on 17 miles of wooded trails that crisscross the island. Only about 60 people live here year-round. There are no cars, and no paved roads: Until 1984 there wasn’t even electricity. What there is is peace and quiet—and artists, lots of artists.

First put on the map when Virginia governor John Smith visited in 1614, Monhegan didn’t get any attention from the art world until 1858, when painter Aaron Draper Shattuck paid a visit. Over the years that followed, artists such as Edward Hopper, Robert Henri, and Jamie Wyeth arrived to take advantage of the island’s incredible light and rugged landscapes. Thanks to a preservation movement led by Thomas Edison Jr. in the early 1950s, two-thirds of Monhegan is maintained in its pristine, wild state. Visitors arrive by ferry, stepping off into a tidy coastal village, home to almost every bit of civilization on the island: its galleries, its lobstering fleet, its markets and restaurants, and its hotels. Nothing is more than a few minutes’ walk from anything else, including some 20 artists’ studios open to the public in summer.

Grab a trail map from anywhere in town and take off into the central forests. Head northeast, past the old ice pond toward Cathedral Woods, where tall stands of fir and spruce create a spiritual space Thoreau would have loved, its aisles carpeted with moss, ferns, and wildflowers. From here, head south along the coast to Burnt Head, whose 160-foot sea cliffs are among the highest in Maine, in summer filled with squawking seabirds. At lower points along the coast (especially at half-tide) you can see a profusion of harbor seals playing among the rocks. Ramble back to town by way of the Monhegan Island Light, which has provided a beacon for sailors since 1824. Next door, the keeper’s cottage now houses the Monhegan Historical and Cultural Museum, with displays on all aspects of island life and Monhegan-related works by Rockwell Kent, Edward Hopper, and others.

Back in town, the turn-of-the-century Island Inn dominates from atop a bluff, literally a stone’s throw from the harbor. Built between 1816 and 1910, it’s Monhegan’s largest and most comfortable hotel, with 34 rooms decorated in typical Maine style—antique furniture, painted wood floors, and cozy down bedding. Since there are no TVs or telephones to distract you, head to the Inn’s wide porch for some real evening entertainment, watching the sun set over the water, with the Maine coast beyond. Now you know why all those artists came and stayed.

WHERE: 10 miles off the mid-Maine coast. HOW: Ferries run from Boothbay Harbor (Balmy Days Cruises, tel 800-298-2284 or 207-633-2284, www.balmydayscruises.com; June–Oct), Port Clyde (Monhegan-Thomaston Boat Line, tel 207-372-8848, www.monheganboat.com; year-round), and New Harbor (Hardy Boat Cruises, tel 800-278-3346 or 207-677-2026, www.hardyboat.com; May–Oct). MONHEGAN MUSEUM: Tel 207-596-7003; www.monheganmuseum.org. When: late June–Sept. ISLAND INN: Tel 207-596-0371; www.islandinnmonhegan.com. Cost: from $170 (off-peak), from $220 (peak). When: late May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: May and Oct for nice weather and the smallest crowds.

The Gateway to the North Woods

MOOSEHEAD LAKE

Maine

In 1853, Henry David Thoreau headed north from Boston on his second long trip into the Maine woods. Arriving at Moosehead, he wrote that it appeared “a suitably wild-looking sheet of water, sprinkled with small, low islands, which were covered with shaggy spruce and other wild wood.” In the decades that followed, the lake became a resort destination of the rich and famous, while at the same time the surrounding woods began to see the birth of a massive timber industry. It’s a duality that persists to this day, with sportsmen, vacationers, and nature lovers pursuing their muses in wild areas wedged between clear-cuts.

At the lake’s southern tip, unpretentious Greenville acts as a hub for both travelers and residents of the region’s scattered villages. From here, visitors can head into the backwoods on wildlife safaris to see some of the thousands of moose that call the area home, or step into a canoe, kayak, or motorboat to explore the lake’s 400 miles of incredible coastline and 300-plus islands. The historic steamer Katahdin, built in 1914 and serving over the years as ferry, cargo boat, and loghauling towboat, also runs several different day cruises on the lake throughout the summer. The most interesting visit is Mt. Kineo, the lake’s most striking natural landmark. Located on a peninsula at Moosehead’s midpoint, Kineo looks like a sleeping dinosaur, its eastern flanks a sheer 700-foot cliff rising almost straight up from the water, its backbone a fringe of evergreens. Dock at the site of the former legendary Kineo House resort, which in its 19th-century heyday offered 300 rooms on the shore near the mountain’s base. Hardly a stick of its majestic old buildings remains, but its storybook location is still stunning and provides a dock and two trails to the mountain’s peak. A hike up is the most essential of all Moosehead experiences.

To rusticate in style, book yourself into the Lodge at Moosehead Lake, a 1917 Cape Cod Colonial–style lodge located on a hill just outside Greenville, surrounded by woods, fields, and stunning lake views. Rooms are appointed with a mix of folksy lodge furnishings, modern lines, and unusual touches like the two beds that are suspended from the ceilings by antique logging chains. Meals in the dining room or on the outdoor deck offer incredible sunset views.

WHERE: 155 miles north of Portland. Visitor info: Tel 888-876-2778 or 207-695-2702; www.mooseheadlake.org. MOOSE SAFARIS: Moose Country Safaris, tel 207-876-4907; www.moosecountrysafaris.com. Cost: half-day safari $150 per couple. When: late Apr–Oct. KATAHDIN CRUISES: Tel 207-695-2716; www.katahdincruises.com. Cost: Mt. Kineo cruise $37. When: late May–early Oct. LODGE AT MOOSEHEAD LAKE: Tel 800-825-6977 or 207-695-4400; www.lodgeatmooseheadlake.com. Cost: from $295 (off-peak), from $375 (peak). BEST TIMES: late May–early Sept.

Where the Woods Are Lovely, Dark, and Deep

MOUNT KATAHDIN AND

Maine

In his 1848 essay titled “Ktaadn,” Henry David Thoreau wrote, “What is most striking about the Maine wilderness is the continuousness of the forest. … Except for a few burnt lands, the narrow intervals on the rivers, the bare tops of mountains, and the lakes and streams, the forest is uninterrupted. It is even more grim and wild than you had anticipated.” Eighty years later, it was that very quality of wildness—and the desire to preserve it—that inspired former Maine governor Percival P. Baxter to begin buying up land in the North Woods and donating it to his state. In 1930, he bought the core of what would soon be known as Baxter State Park, a 204,733-acre wilderness that included Mount Katahdin, at 5,267 feet the state’s highest peak. Unlike most parks, Baxter was to remain “forever wild,” with human recreation regarded as secondary to the simple goal of just letting things be.

Almost nine decades later, it still is. Located amid millions of acres owned and managed by logging companies, Baxter has no paved roads, no fancy picnic areas, and no campground bathhouses. Motorcycles, pets, radios, and cell phones are prohibited. Designed to be seen on foot, the park has 200 miles of trail ranging from easy boardwalks to rugged, boulder-strewn mountain paths, all maintained primarily by volunteers. All around, forests of spruce and fir are dotted with ponds and bogs and bisected by streams and waterfalls. Moose are a common sight during the summer months, grazing the edges of marshy ponds, while black bear are drawn to the park’s abundant raspberry and blueberry patches. Plant life varies with the terrain, from alpine wildflowers to woodland ferns and wetland orchids.
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On the southern end of the park, pink and white Katahdin granite make up the rugged mountains.

The highlight of the park, of course, is Katahdin, “the greatest mountain” in the Penobscot language. A stark, mile-high, glacially scoured granite monolith, it’s the most difficult climb in the Northeast, especially along the mile-long Knife Edge, a narrow spine that runs from Pamola Peak to Baxter Peak, with steep drop-offs of several hundred feet on either side. Less difficult routes include the Abol and Hunt trails, the latter the final stretch of the 2,175-mile Appalachian Trail (see p. 332). If you want to see Katahdin instead of climbing it, the 4-mile South Turner Trail offers wonderful views.

WHERE: 86 miles north of Bangor. Tel 207-723-5140; www.baxterstateparkauthority.com. Campsite reservations become available in mid-Jan for summer and after Nov 1 for winter and sell out fast. BEST TIMES: Aug and Sept for the best weather and the absence of black flies.

“’Tis a Gift to Be Simple”

SABBATHDAY LAKE SHAKER VILLAGE

New Gloucester, Maine

The United Society of Believers, commonly called Shakers after their habit of shaking ecstatically during worship, was founded in England in 1747 and brought to the States by Mother Ann Lee in 1774. Centered around the idea of giving oneself to God through an agrarian life of celibacy, pacifism, and communal living, and gaining fulfillment through work and building, the society grew to some 5,000 to 6,000 souls during the 19th century. The Shakers made an indelible mark on American life through their tradition of fine woodwork and their invention of several now-common tools and household items, including the wooden clothespin and the circular saw.

Founded in 1783, Sabbathday Lake was one of the smallest and most isolated of the Shaker villages. In less than a year it had attracted 200 believers, and by 1794 had begun construction of the wooden and brick buildings still in use today. It’s the only active Shaker community in the United States, with fewer than ten members tending 1,800 acres of land.

Seventeen wooden buildings and the large brick Dwelling House are nestled among carefully tended gardens and fields. The community members are always busy and usually out of sight (“Hands to Work, Hearts to God,” as Mother Ann used to say), but visitors can get a glimpse of their lifestyle by touring the community, taking in the displays and resources at its museum and library, or signing up for summer courses in herb gardening, woodworking, and other crafts.

Sabbathday’s museum, organized in 1931, contains 13,000 artifacts charting the history of Maine’s Shaker culture, including examples of the wooden furniture that is the Shakers’ most well-known cultural legacy; the Shakers believed in seeking the divine through functionality and a perfection of line.

The community’s library, established in 1882, is a nationally known repository of Shaker history, with more than 3,000 books by and about the Shakers, plus thousands of photos, journals, scrapbooks, oral histories, and recordings of Shaker hymns. Tours depart from the museum and visit six of the community’s buildings, including the 1794 Meetinghouse, still used for worship services; the Ministry’s Shop; the 1816 Spinhouse; and the Sister’s Shop, where workers pack culinary herbs and herbal teas using methods the Shakers have employed for two centuries. They’re available at a shop on the grounds, and—proof that the community isn’t living entirely in the past—through their website.

WHERE: 25 miles north of Portland. Tel 207-926-4597; www.shaker.lib.me.us. WHEN: late May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: summer, when Sun 10 A.M. services in the Meeting House are open to the public; autumn for “Apple Saturdays” walks through the orchards; 1st Sat in Dec for the Shaker Christmas Fair.

Paddling in the Company of Moose, Loons, and Beaver

MAINE CANOE COUNTRY

Northern Maine

Way up in northern Maine, surrounded east, west, and north by Canada, the 92-mile Allagash Wilderness Waterway is the top canoeing destination in the northeastern United States, offering pristine lakes, amazing white water, towering forests, and a chance to commune with the soul of the great North Woods. Civilization is distant, effectively ending at the town of Greenville on Moosehead Lake (see p. 28), and other people are scarce—even in the relatively long May–October season, the area typically sees only about 10,000 paddlers.

The waterway was established in 1966 by Maine’s state legislature, with the goal of conserving the Allagash’s natural beauty and undeveloped character. Venture far by land and you’ll eventually hit a logging road or clear-cut—evidence that this part of Maine is one vast tree farm, its 3.5 million acres primarily owned and managed by logging companies. Around the rivers and lakes, though, things remain as they’ve always been, the wet forest climate providing a perfect habitat for diverse plant and animal species, including moose, black bear, deer, beaver, bald eagles, and loons.

Typically, Allagash trips begin at Chamberlain Lake, west of Baxter State Park (see p. 29) and continue north to Allagash Village and the convergence of the Allagash and St. John rivers. The trip takes about a week, with more than half the route passing through a series of lakes, spiced by stretches of Class II white-water and milder rapids. Highlights along the route include gorgeous views of Mt. Katahdin from Chesuncook Lake and, at the northern end, the 40-foot tumble of Allagash Falls. Campsites are available along the route.

Northern Maine also offers prime canoeing on the St. John River and the Upper West Branch of the Penobscot. The St. John is a classic weeklong trip, with many Class I and II rapids and two stretches of Class III. The best time is in spring, soon after the ice has melted and the water is high. The Penobscot is a calmer passage with few rapids, none difficult.
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The Allagash Wilderness Waterway is part of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System.

WHERE: About 90 miles north of Bangor, beginning just west of Baxter State Park. Visitor info: Tel 207-941-4014; www.maine .gov/doc/parks. HOW: Allagash Canoe Trips in Greenville (tel 207-237-3077; www.allagash canoetrips.com) offers guided trips May–Oct; weeklong trips from $850 per person. WHEN: May–Oct. BEST TIME: early Oct for solitude, lack of bugs, and moose mating season.

A Beautiful Place by the Sea

OGUNQUIT

Maine

Back in the day, Maine’s native Abenaki Indians came to this spot on the southern coast, liked what they saw, and gave it a straightforward name: Ogunquit, “a beautiful place by the sea.” What had caught their eye was Ogunquit Beach, a 3.5-mile stretch of pristine white sand that’s generally regarded as New England’s most beautiful. Non-native vacationers discovered the stretch in 1888, and town residents, fearing it would be bought up and privatized, talked the state legislature into ceding it to the town. It was a wise and prescient move. Over the next century much of the 4,342-mile Maine coast did in fact fall into private hands, limiting public access, but you can still go to Ogunquit. In summer the village and its adjoining sands can be very busy. A little farther north is a stretch catering to Ogunquit’s large contingent of gay vacationers.
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Called Marginal Way because it skirts the rocky cliffs and beaches of Ogunquit, it’s a lovely spot for an afternoon walk.

For a scenic stroll, head south along Marginal Way, a footpath that hugs the coast for 1.25 miles from Beach Street to Perkins Cove, a small anchorage whose pedestrian drawbridge raises to allow sailboats through to the ocean. Once a vital part of the fishing economy, today the cove is rimmed with boutiques, restaurants, and art galleries, the latter a testament to Ogunquit’s century-long history as an artists’ haven. Just west of the cove, the Ogunquit Museum of American Art is considered one of the nation’s best small museums as well as one of its most beautiful, situated on 3 landscaped acres looking toward the horizon. Opened in 1953 by painter Henry Strater, the museum today holds a collection of more than 1,500 works, including paintings by Marsden Hartley, Reginald Marsh, Robert Henri, and Charles Demuth and sculpture by Carl Walters and Isabella Howland. Its galleries have an open feel, offering wonderful views of the coast.

Nearby, the Cliff House has been open as a resort since 1872, but those early visitors never conceived of some of the treatments available now at the on-site Cliff Spa—the Organic Maine Blueberry Body Wrap, for instance. Both the spa and the guest rooms look out over the sea from their perch atop Bald Head Cliff. For a postwrap meal, head to celebrated Arrows Restaurant, an 18th-century farmhouse offering regional ingredients and produce from its own gardens prepared with a subtle Asian influence.

WHERE: 37 miles southwest of Portland. Visitor info: Tel 207-646-2939; www.ogunquit.org. OGUNQUIT MUSEUM: Tel 207-646-4909; www.ogunquitmuseum.org. When: late May–Oct. CLIFF HOUSE RESORT: Tel 207-361-1000; www.cliffhousemaine.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $285 (peak). When: Apr–Dec. ARROWS RESTAURANT: Tel 207-361-1100; www.arrowsrestaurant.com. Cost: dinner $70. When: late Apr–early Dec. BEST TIME: early morning for the smallest crowds on Marginal Way and the beach.

Picture Postcards of Maine Maritime Life

THE TOWNS OF PENOBSCOT BAY

Maine

Imagine coastal Maine as a painting. The constituent elements: a dock where fishermen in yellow rain slickers are busy hauling lobster pots, buoys, and nets. In the background, weathered shingled houses and craggy coastline, with maybe an intimation of dense green hills and forest behind. That’s the idealized image people come north to see, and Penobscot Bay really looks that way. Cutting a 35-by-27-mile gash in the center of the Maine coast, the bay is a scenic wonder, circled by some of the state’s prettiest towns. In the south, the three towns of Rockland, Rockport, and Camden are the home of the bay’s famous schooner fleet (see p. 36).

Camden is the archetypal coastal village, so charming that it was chosen in 1957 as the setting for the film Peyton Place. Many of its gorgeous old homes have been converted into B&Bs, while antiques and craft shops fill the old buildings along Main Street, and pleasure craft share space with fishing boats in the beautiful mountain-ringed harbor. Some of the best waterfront views are from Harbor Park, laid out between 1928 and 1931 by Frederick Law Olmsted, designer of New York’s Central Park.

Farther north, in Searsport, the Penobscot Marine Museum is one of New England’s finest small museums, housed in a dozen historic buildings. Its collection covers all aspects of 19th-century Maine maritime life, with displays of boats, tools, furniture, and art, from scrimshaw and figureheads to marine paintings by Thomas and James Buttersworth.

Around the curve of the bay, on the Blue Hill Peninsula, Castine is one of America’s oldest communities, first settled in 1613. It’s a small, serene place, full of beautiful Federalist, Georgian, and Victorian architecture, towering elm trees, and more than 100 historic sites, including Fort George, built by the British in 1779. For an overnight, try the Pentagöet Inn, a turreted 1894 Queen Anne Victorian that’s Castine’s oldest original summer hotel. Or stay at the Castine Inn. Just a block from the harbor, the 19th-century inn boasts beautiful perennial gardens and fabulous breakfasts.

Castine is quiet and authentic, but the village of Deer Isle is even more so. Located just off the southern tip of the peninsula (accessible by bridge), it maintains an active fishing and lobstering fleet and serves as home to many artists and artisans, as well as the charming waterfront Pilgrim’s Inn, built in 1793. The nearby Haystack Mountain School of Crafts offers intensive live-in workshops in clay, glass, blacksmithing, weaving, woodworking, and other media, taught by internationally known instructors. The region is also famous for superb sea kayaking, especially along Merchant’s Row, a string of islands and islets between the Deer Isle village of Stonington (known for great lobster) and Isle au Haut, a wild, rocky island whose southern half is part of Acadia National Park (see p. 20).
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The beautiful Penobscot Bay is one of Maine’s premier summer destinations.

WHERE: Camden is about 80 miles northeast of Portland. Visitor info: www.maines midcoast.com, www.visitcamden.com, www.deerislemaine.com. PENOBSCOT MARINE MUSEUM: Searsport. Tel 207-548-2529; www.penobscotmarinemuseum.org. When: late May–mid-Oct. PENTAGÖET INN: Castine. Tel 800-845-1701 or 207-326-8616; www.pentagoet.com. Cost: from $95 (off-peak), from $125 (peak). When: May–Oct. CASTINE INN: Tel 207-326-4365; www.castineinn.com. Cost: from $80 (off-peak), from $105 (peak). When: May–Oct. PILGRIM’S INN: Deer Isle. Tel 888-778-7505 or 207-348-6615; www.pilgrimsinn.com. Cost: from $99 (off-peak), from $139 (peak). When: May–Oct. HAYSTACK MOUNTAIN SCHOOL: Tel 207-348-2306; www.haystack-mtn.org. When: June–Sept. SEA KAYAKING: Old Quarry Ocean Adventures, Stonington; tel 207-367-8977; www.oldquarry.com. Cost: 1-night trip $290. When: early Apr–early Nov. BEST TIMES: Oct for fall foliage.

The Art of Maine

THE FARNSWORTH MUSEUM

Rockland, Maine

Lucy Copeland Farnsworth, daughter of wealthy 19th-century entrepreneur William Farnsworth, lived her whole life in her father’s Rockland house, outliving her five siblings and leaving no children of her own. When she died in 1935 at age 97, her will stipulated that her $1.3 million estate would be used in part to fund an art gallery and library. That was the genesis of the Farnsworth, which over the following years has amassed a collection of works by artists such as Winslow Homer, Maurice Prendergast, Eastman Johnson, and Andrew Wyeth, all intimately associated with Maine life and landscapes.

Beginning with the acquisition of seven watercolors in 1944, the museum’s relationship with Wyeth has been particularly fruitful, culminating in a 1996 agreement to create the Wyeth Center, dedicated to the works of Andrew; his son Jamie; and his father, N.C. Wyeth, who illustrated novels by Jules Verne, Robert Louis Stevenson, and James Fenimore Cooper. This high-profile association has allowed the Farnsworth to grow into one of the country’s finest regional museums.

Today the heart of the museum’s collection is “Maine in America,” which documents Maine’s cultural history from colonial times to the present, while newer galleries are dedicated to 20th-century works, including the nation’s second-largest collection of works by sculptor Louise Nevelson. Next door to the museum, Lucy Farnsworth’s 1850s Greek Revival house is preserved much as she left it, outfitted with the family’s furniture from the early 1870s. The Wyeth Center, with exhibitions, interpretive programs, and research facilities, is just down the block in a 19th-century Methodist church building. About a half-hour’s drive southwest, the Olson House completes the Farnsworth’s holdings. It was the model for houses depicted in a number of Andrew Wyeth’s most famous works, and is maintained in a rustic state, allowing visitors to, in effect, step into a Wyeth canvas.

WHERE: 80 miles northeast of Portland; 16 Museum St. Tel 207-596-6457; www.farnsworthmuseum.org. WHEN: daily mid-May–early Nov; closed Mon–Tues, Nov–mid-May. BEST TIMES: before July 4 and after mid-Oct for lighter crowds.
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The Wyeth Center, in a former Methodist church, is one of Rockland’s most prominent and venerable structures.

Where Crustacean Is King

MAINE LOBSTER FESTIVAL

Rockland, Maine

Though the coastal Indians of Maine and eastern Canada knew about the pleasures of lobster (if not butter sauce) for hundreds or thousands of years, early European Americans were so disdainful of the spiny beast that hardly anyone but prisoners and indentured servants ever took a taste. The upper class finally realized what they were missing in the late 19th century, and today Maine is a veritable lobster Valhalla, made famous by the sweet, succulent Homarus americanus, generally considered the finest crustacean in the sea.

Maine and lobster are all but synonymous and with good reason: The average annual catch along the state’s indented coastline generally exceeds 36 million pounds—more than half the national total. Rockland, on Penobscot Bay, is the capital of the lobster universe, hosting an annual Lobster Festival that for more than 50 years has offered five days full of live music, seafood-cooking and lobster-eating contests, the coronation of a Sea Goddess, and enough New England Americana (and americanus) to last through the winter.

Even if you’re not in-state for the festivities, heavenly lobster dinners can be had almost any time of the year at any of 1,000 shacks, huts, pounds, and farms found scattered among Maine’s coastal towns. Be sure to dine dockside, so you can enjoy the perfume of the salt air, the sound of the ocean, and the screech of gulls nose-diving for your french fries.

WHERE: 80 miles northeast of Portland. Tel 800-LOB-CLAW or 207-596-0376; www.mainelobsterfestival.com. WHEN: 5 days (Wed–Sun) in late July–early Aug.

Of Wind and Waves

SAILING THE MAINE WINDJAMMERS

Rockland, Camden, and Rockport, Maine

In the 19th century, Maine was to tall ships what Detroit is to cars, with thousands of vessels pouring from its shipyards and sailing to and from its harbors. Steam engines put an end to all that, replacing the old boats’ quiet, graceful sails with belching, roaring engines, and by the 1930s it seemed the few tall ships remaining were destined to fade into memory.

Enter Maine artist Frank Swift. In 1936, Swift began offering pleasure cruises on one of the old vessels, confident that people would be glad to escape the bustle of modern life for a few days of relaxation and simple pleasures. On his first trip, he later recalled, “we had only three lady passengers from Boston,” but demand over the next three decades not only allowed Swift to grow his fleet but also lured other captains into the business. Today there are some five dozen schooners, sloops, barks, brigs, and barkentines that sail the waters between Bar Harbor and Boothbay, most of them historic vessels from the late 19th and early 20th centuries—nine designated National Historic Landmarks—plus a few modern facsimiles. Most visible are the schooners of the Maine Windjammer Association, a loose consortium of 12 owner-operated vessels specializing in three- to six-day sailing adventures among the islands of Penobscot Bay. It’s a stunning place, full of craggy, pine-covered coastline, deliriously beautiful sunsets, and lighthouses that seem to come right out of Andrew Wyeth paintings.
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Windjammers were the grandest cargo sailing ships of their time.

By day, the Maine windjammers are all about sailing: Passengers help with the sails, take a turn at the wheel, climb the mast, scan the horizon for seals and porpoises, or just relax on the wooden decks. Often, two or more ships will meet up and take each other on in an informal race. In early evening, the captains steer into protected coves, sometimes running a skiff to shore to let passengers explore small fishing towns or uninhabited islands, sometimes mooring at a quiet, rocky beach for a traditional lobster bake. Often, the evening will end with music, sometimes from the captain, sometimes from passengers who’ve brought along their instruments. Everyone turns in early to their tiny cabins, which are usually furnished with little more than two simple wooden bunks piled with blankets. Some of the boats have running water; others have dry sinks with a barrel of water you can tap for washing. Restroom and shower facilities are shared. It’s a rustic experience, but that’s the point. Before or after setting sail, stay at Captain Lindsey House Inn, an elegantly restored sea captain’s home in the heart of Rockland’s waterfront district.

WHERE: Cruises set sail from Rockland, Camden, and Rockport. Rockland is 80 miles northeast of Portland. Tel 800-807-WIND; www.sailmainecoast.com. COST: 3-night cruise from $450 per person all-inclusive. WHEN: mid-May–mid-Oct. CAPTAIN LINDSEY HOUSE INN: Rockland. Tel 800-523-2145 or 207-596-7950; www.srinns.com/captainlindsey. Cost: from $140 (off-peak), from $175 (peak). BEST TIMES: late July–early Aug to tie in with Rockland’s Maine Lobster Festival (see p. 35).

The Best Lobster Rolls Down East

RED’S EATS

Wiscasset, Maine

For some people, the lobster roll is a vacation destination in itself, the scenery of coastal Maine merely a pleasant backdrop. If you’re one of those folks, you probably already know about Red’s Eats, a tiny red-and-white shack sitting beneath a large Siberian elm at the corner of Route 1 and Water Street in Wiscasset, the self-proclaimed “Prettiest Village in Maine.” Open since 1938 (and in its current location since 1954), Red’s is almost universally recognized as serving the best lobster rolls on the Maine coast—therefore, by extension, the best anywhere. In season, a line of customers perpetually snakes out into the street. You order at the walk-up window and then chow down at one of the tables on the back deck, right next to the always snarled traffic on Route 1. As for the roll, imagine the flesh of a whole lobster (or more) crammed onto a toasted hot dog bun and served with melted butter and/or mayo on the side. There are also batter-fried clams, scallops and other seafood, burgers, and hot dogs with cheese, but save those for your 10th or 12th visit, when you can afford to experiment.

WHERE: 45 miles northeast of Portland; 41 Water St. Tel 207-882-6128. COST: lobster rolls $16. WHEN: mid-Apr–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: late Apr and early May for smaller crowds.
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A lobster roll at Red’s Eats is among the highlights of a visit to Maine.

19th-Century Architecture in the Shadow of the State Capitol

BEACON HILL

Boston, Massachusetts

White-trimmed redbrick town houses, window boxes overflowing with flowers, gas lamps lighting uneven cobbled streets—that’s Boston as you imagined it. It’s certainly Beacon Hill. One of the city’s oldest neighborhoods, “the Hill” is something of an architectural time capsule. Most of the graceful homes date to the first half of the 19th century, and their elegant Federal style makes this the archetypal New England residential area. It’s also the natural habitat of the “Boston Brahmin.” Oliver Wendell Holmes coined the term, borrowing the name of the highest Hindu caste to signify the well-educated, well-bred Protestant elite that dominated the city’s politics and society well into the 20th century.

Find your way around the neighborhood on foot, following the steep streets up to the golden dome of Charles Bulfinch’s 1797 Massachusetts State House. The south slope of the hill is Boston Common, and the “flat of the hill,” between Charles Street and the Charles River, adjoins the Public Garden (see p. 46). Browse along Charles Street, where quirky gift shops share space with tasteful antiques stores. Stop at exquisite Louisburg Square, a tiny private park surrounded by some of the city’s most exclusive and expensive real estate, including the stately home of John and Teresa Heinz Kerry.
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Acorn Street, a narrow cobblestone lane, was built in the late 1820s.

Another way to see Beacon Hill is to follow the Black Heritage Trail, which links 14 historically significant sites, including a stop on the Underground Railroad. At the end of the trail the Abiel Smith School (1834) and the African Meeting House (1806) make up the Museum of Afro-American History, whose exhibits preserve the history of blacks in the city and state. The school was the first built in the nation as a public school for black children; the meetinghouse is the oldest standing black church in the country.

Around the corner from the State House is XV Beacon, a state-of-the-art boutique hotel with just 60 rooms, each with a gas fireplace. The restaurant, the Federalist, is famed for its wine cellar, which holds more than 20,000 bottles. Though not as extensive, another noteworthy wine list is a draw at nearby No. 9 Park, one of Boston’s most renowned special-occasion restaurants. Chef-owner Barbara Lynch has won a James Beard Award for her refined country cooking, French and Italian in style but the essence of New England in its ultrafresh flavors. The dining room, designed to evoke a 1940s supper club, looks out on the Common, completing the only-in-Boston experience.

WHERE: bordered by Beacon, Bowdoin, and Cambridge streets and Storrow Drive. Visitor info: Tel 800-SEE-BOSTON or 617-536-4100; www.bostonusa.com. BOSTON AFRICAN AMERICAN NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE: Tel 617-742-5415; www.nps.gov/boaf. Note: At press time, this was temporarily closed for renovation. MUSEUM OF AFRO-AMERICAN HISTORY: Tel 617-725-0022; www.afroammuseum.org. When: closed Sun. XV BEACON: Tel 877-XV-BEACON or 617-670-1500, www.xvbeacon.com. Cost: from $325; dinner $70. NO. 9 PARK: Tel 617-742-9991; www.no9park.com. Cost: dinner $65. BEST TIMES: Feb for Black History Month; late May for Hidden Gardens of Beacon Hill tour (www.beaconhillgardenclub.org).

America’s Biggest Birthday Gala

BOSTON HARBORFEST

Boston, Massachusetts

One of America’s premier birthday bashes takes place in Boston. The city enjoys the Fourth of July far too much to confine its celebration to one day or one place: Boston Harborfest lasts a full week, taking over all downtown and the waterfront. The climax of the festivities is the Boston Pops concert on the night of the Fourth, complete with church bells, cannon fire (during the finale of the 1812 Overture), and a breathtaking display of fireworks set to music. The concert, which features at least one big-name guest vocalist, doesn’t start until 8:30 P.M., but the party runs all day—spectators arrive on the Boston side of the Charles River at dawn to stake out a spot on the Esplanade in front of the Hatch Shell amphitheater, where the orchestra performs.

Earlier in the week, Harborfest’s 200-plus events—concerts, cruises, tours, performances, and more—entertain locals as well as visitors from all over the world. Children’s Day features special activities for youngsters, and Chowderfest attracts crowds who vote on well-known (and not) local restaurants’ entries in the competition for the title of best clam chowder (New England style, of course).

On July 3, the Pops rehearse the next night’s program to a not-insignificant-size crowd. The orchestra has been an integral and much-loved part of the festivities since they began in 1974, under the direction of the legendary Arthur Fiedler; today the engaging Keith Lockhart wields the baton. The official hotel of the Pops is the elegant Fairmont Copley Plaza, not far from the Esplanade. The gracious atmosphere and service suit the historic 1912 hotel, designed by the same architect as New York’s opulent Plaza Hotel. Even if you’re not a guest, walk through the lobby, a masterpiece of Edwardian excess executed in mirrors, crystals, and gold accents. The Oak Bar, off the lobby, is a clubby enclave of wood paneling, leather furniture, and excellently prepared martinis. For the full Fourth of July experience, book the Boston Pops Suite, appointed with memorabilia and outfitted with CDs, and let the party continue.
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The Harborfest celebrates the colonial and maritime heritage of historic Boston.

The area around the Charles River is busy all year, but especially in the summer. The Hatch Shell shows family-friendly movies in a series called “Free Friday Flicks.” The amphitheater is on the Esplanade, the Beacon Hill/Back Bay section of the 17-mile biking and walking loop that parallels the Charles River. To get out onto the river, you can take a Boston Duck Tour. The “Ducks” are amphibious vehicles that lumber around the city on wheels and then finish off with a plunge into the water, where the tour continues; the narrated 80-minute excursion is one of the city’s best sightseeing experiences.

BOSTON HARBORFEST: Tel 617-227-1528; www.bostonharborfest.com. Boston 4 Celebrations, tel 888-484-7677 or 617-267-2400; www.july4th.org. When: 1st week of July. COPLEY PLAZA: Tel 866-540-4417 or 617-267-5300; www.fairmont.com/copleyplaza. Cost: from $239. FREE FRIDAY FLICKS: Tel 617-787-7200; www.wbz1030.com. When: mid-June–Aug. BOSTON DUCK TOURS: Tel 800-226-7442 or 617-267-DUCK; www.boston ducktours.com. When: late Mar–late Nov.

Spring Returns to New England on Foot

THE BOSTON MARATHON

Boston, Massachusetts

Spring arrives in Boston in various guises—a robin, a crocus, a legendary footrace. The Boston Marathon is the world’s oldest annually contested marathon and one of the most prestigious. It’s also the centerpiece of the city’s celebration of Patriots Day, the third Monday in April, a state holiday commemorating the start of the Revolutionary War. As thousands upon thousands of runners set out from suburban Hopkinton and make their way along the course, crowds pour into the streets to cheer them on. Half a million spectators line almost the entire route, raising spirits and bolstering resolve even on the toughest stretch, in the steep hills of Newton. (Paradoxically, the overall course loses so much elevation that an official world record can’t be set in the Boston Marathon.)

The Boston Marathon dates to 1897, just a year after the first modern-day marathon (in the Athens Olympic Games). Fifteen men started, and the winner took nearly 3 hours to cover the 24.5-mile course. Today the race is the regulation 26.2 miles, and the runners are both male and female. Most of them start in two waves, at noon and 12:30, a relatively new strategy to alleviate crowding. Professional competitors pursue cash prizes and international prestige, but the vast majority are amateurs motivated by the cachet of being able to say they “finished Boston.” The 20,000 official runners qualify either by completing another marathon within a certain time or by joining a charity fund-raising program. But the race also has a rich history of bandits—unofficial competitors who jump in behind the pack at the start or midway, sometimes in costume, and run just for the experience. Most of the field (minus the inevitable dropouts) eventually winds up on Boylston Street in Boston’s Back Bay, crossing the finish line in front of the Boston Public Library.

WHERE: starts in Hopkinton, 26.2 miles west of the finish line. Race info: Tel 617-236-1652; www.bostonmarathon.org. When: Patriots Day, the 3rd Mon in Apr. WHERE TO STAY: Charlesmark Hotel, tel 617-247-1212; www.thecharlesmark.com. Cost: from $119 (off-peak), from $199 (peak). BEST TIMES: around 2 P.M. in Kenmore Square, when the lead runners are passing by; near the finish line in late afternoon, when determined amateurs persevere.

Baseball’s Preeminent Cathedral

FENWAY PARK

Boston, Massachusetts

Fenway Park is the oldest major league ballpark in America. When it opened in April 1912, William Howard Taft was president, the Titanic had just met its fate, and Babe Ruth wasn’t yet in the minors. Boston is a baseball town, in large part because of the beloved park and its star-crossed occupants, the Red Sox. Part of the park’s appeal is its quirky architecture. Left field is short (just 310 feet from home plate) but tall—“The Wall,” which holds the hand-operated scoreboard, rises 37 feet. Famously known as the Green Monster, The Wall is painted green and topped with some of the most desirable seats in the park.

The most famous of the ballpark’s 33,871 seats (the smallest capacity in the majors) is seat 21 in deep right field, in row 37, section 42, the only red seat in a sea of blue. It marks the point, 502 feet from home plate, where Ted Williams deposited the longest home run ever hit in the park, on July 9, 1946.
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Fenway Park’s first night game was held on June 13, 1947.

Part of Fenway’s appeal these days is the redemption the Red Sox earned by winning the World Series in 2004, for the first time since 1918. And a big part of it is the history that oozes from every brick and board. The gold standard of the Fenway experience is watching a late-season Red Sox–Yankees game with playoff implications as you devour a Fenway Frank, but even a lazy midsummer tilt with an uninspired visiting team and some soggy popcorn can be magical.

If you don’t manage to see a game or take one of the year-round tours of the ballpark, you can always soak up the atmosphere at one of the area’s many sports bars. The Cask ’n Flagon, across the street, is a traditional memorabilia-packed hangout. Inside the park (but without a direct entrance—you have to enter through the turnstiles), Game On! is high-tech sports-fan heaven. It attracts a young crowd with its dozens of high-definition and plasma TVs, and a sound system designed to create the illusion that you’re actually in the stands. It’s nothing like the real thing, but it is close.

WHERE: Ticket office, 4 Yawkey Way. Tel 877-RED-SOX-9 (tickets) or 617-226-6666 (tour info); www.redsox.com. Cost: tickets $12–$275. When: regular-season games Apr–early Oct. CASK’N FLAGON: Tel 617-536-4840; www.casknflagon.com. GAME ON!: Tel 617-351-7001; www.gameonboston.com. BEST TIMES: early–mid-Apr for Opening Day; any Yankees game; Oct for (fingers crossed) playoffs and World Series.

A Stroll Through a Young America’s History

THE FREEDOM TRAIL

Boston, Massachusetts

One of America’s great walking cities, Boston is best explored by following the 2.5-mile self-guided Freedom Trail that unfolds through its historic neighborhoods. Laid out in 1958, the trail connects 16 important sites, extending all the way across Boston Harbor to Charlestown. The signposted path is a line of red paint or red brick (or both) that runs down the center of the sidewalk. It begins at Boston Common, the nation’s oldest park (1640), and runs past Colonial and Revolutionary War–era landmarks such as churches, graveyards or “burying grounds,” monuments, and houses of government, as well as the USS Constitution, better known as Old Ironsides, the oldest commissioned U.S. Navy warship (1797).

The Paul Revere House, constructed of wood around 1680 and purchased by the legendary silversmith (of “Midnight Ride” fame) in 1770, is the oldest dwelling in downtown Boston. Revere’s church is on the Freedom Trail, too. Still an active congregation, the “one if by land, two if by sea” Old North Church has stood in the North End since 1723 and makes a fascinating stop. Another famous house of worship is the Old South Meeting House, where disgruntled Bostonians gathered on a cold night in December 1773 and wound up throwing the so-called Boston Tea Party.

Also on the trail is Faneuil Hall (1742), Boston’s original market building and once the colony’s foremost meeting hall. Today it’s the center of a five-building complex of shops, nightspots, and restaurants. DurginPark, a restaurant on the second floor of the North Market Building, boasts that your great-grandfather might have eaten there, which actually seems too modest—the restaurant opened in 1827. Known for its lively atmosphere and hearty New England food, its tried-and-true signature dishes are corn bread, baked beans, and Indian pudding; the prime rib, turkey dinner, and Boston cream pie all need to be sampled, too.

Just across the street from the marketplace in the tiny, ancient area known as the Blackstone Block is Ye Olde Union Oyster House, the country’s oldest restaurant in continuous service. Its famous raw bar is visible from the street, and you can see the shuckers opening oysters and clams so quickly that their hands are a blur. Regional classics like oyster stew, lobster, and gingerbread are time-tested favorites here. The path to your table, across sloping wooden floors, may take you past Booth 18, where John F. Kennedy used to sit and read the paper.

WHERE: The trail begins at the Visitor Information Center on the Tremont St. side of Boston Common, but you can pick it up anywhere along the way. Tel 617-357-8300; www.thefreedomtrail.org. DURGIN-PARK: Tel 617-227-2038; www.durgin-park.com. Cost: dinner $40. YE OLDE UNION OYSTER HOUSE: Tel 617-227-2750; www.unionoyster house.com. Cost: dinner $35. BEST TIMES: May–Oct for pleasant walking weather; Apr for Freedom Trail Week; early July for Boston Harborfest; mid-Dec for Boston Tea Party reenactment.

A Woman’s Palace Is Her Castle

ISABELLA STEWART GARDNER MUSEUM

Boston, Massachusetts

The plain facade of the 1901 mansion that houses this lesser-known museum gives no hint of the delights it conceals. Venture inside to marvel at the centerpiece of the interior, a dramatic four-story courtyard surrounded by elaborate balconies and archways, illuminated by a skylight, and filled with seasonal blooms from the museum’s own greenhouse. The galleries that spread out from here hold an idiosyncratic assortment of European, Asian, and American art assembled to suit the museum’s unconventional founder and namesake.

Designed in the style of a 15th-century Venetian palazzo, this building was the home of Isabella Gardner and was opened as a museum while she still lived on the fourth floor. The permanent galleries remain exactly as she left them at her death, when she had already arranged for the collection to be held in public trust for the “education and enjoyment of the public forever.” A separate gallery shows changing exhibitions of contemporary works, often created by participants in the prestigious artists-in-residence program. Renowned Italian architect Renzo Piano has been selected to design an addition that will triple the special exhibition space as part of an expansion project expected to extend into the 2010s.

In the 1890s, Gardner called on her friend Bernard Berenson, a prominent art historian, to help her assemble her collection. The museum opened to the public in 1903 with more than 2,500 objects, including works by Giotto, Raphael, Rembrandt, and Botticelli. The Gardner is home to the only Pierro della Francesca fresco outside Italy and to Titian’s Europa, one of the most important Italian paintings in the U.S. Another cherished holding is a John Singer Sargent portrait of Gardner, who was a uniquely colorful personality in the bland world of Boston high society. Legend has it that she once walked a lion on a leash down Tremont Street, and after the 1912 World Series she appeared at Symphony Hall wearing a headband that read “Oh You Red Sox.”
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The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum is the only private art collection in which the building, collection, and installations were created by one individual.

Today, almost a century later, the acoustically perfect Symphony Hall is home to the Boston Symphony Orchestra with a break built in for the Boston Pops’ holiday concerts. The Pops season ends with a series of free performances on the Esplanade, including the nationally televised Fourth of July extravaganza (see p. 39).

WHERE: 280 The Fenway. Tel 617-566-1401; www.gardnermuseum.org. When: closed Mon. BOSTON SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA and BOSTON POPS: Tel 888-266-1200 or 617-266-1200 (tickets), 617-266-1492 (info); www.bso.org. Cost: BSO tickets from $29; Pops tickets from $21. When: BSO Oct–early May; Pops July–Sept. BEST TIMES: Apr, when the museum’s balconies drip with 20-foot nasturtium vines; Dec, when red and white poinsettias and holly bushes adorn the courtyard. The Tapestry Room hosts the city’s best chamber music concert series, Sept–June.

Eight Millennia of Art and Artifacts

MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS

Boston, Massachusetts

Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts is one of the nation’s best, with collections that include some of the most beloved and recognizable works of art in the Western world. The galleries capture the history of human creativity, beginning with objects produced around 6000 B.C. and extending to the present day. Along the way they touch on works in various media from ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome; Renaissance masterworks; American furnishings and decorative silver; and the Impressionists, including one of the largest collections of Monets (more than 40) outside France. Images such as Degas dancers and Gilbert Stuart portraits feel familiar; Native American baskets and works of Chinese calligraphy lead visitors to think about art from unfamiliar perspectives.

The museum’s best-known holdings include iconic American works such as John Singleton Copley’s Watson and the Shark, Gilbert Stuart’s George Washington and Martha Washington, and Childe Hassam’s Boston Common at Twilight, and European masterpieces such as Renoir’s Dance at Bougival and Gauguin’s Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? The museum’s eight curatorial areas range from textiles and fashion arts to art of Asia, Oceania, and Africa, including the finest collection of Japanese art outside Japan.

The MFA is home to so many pieces—more than 450,000 objects—that the sheer variety can be a bit overwhelming. Happily, the museum helps visitors find their way, scheduling tours (included in the admission price), distributing maps, and offering pointers on their website. There’s a lot to be said for simply wandering around, trusting in serendipity to lead you to anything from a diorama of the Acropolis to a 12th-century musical instrument.

The museum’s design tells its own story. Murals by John Singer Sargent decorate the 1909 rotunda at the Huntington Avenue entrance. The granite West Wing, an I.M. Pei design, opened in 1981. A massive expansion project includes a new American Wing and a glass-enclosed courtyard designed by Lord Norman Foster of Foster and Partners, London, who designed the Great Court at the British Museum and the Sackler Galleries at the Royal Academy of Arts.

WHERE: 465 Huntington Ave. Tel 617-267-9300; www.mfa.org. BEST TIMES: Wed, voluntary contribution after 4 P.M.; 1st Fri of each month from 5:30 to 9:30 P.M. for cocktails and live music.

A Taste of the Old Country in a Colonial Setting

BOSTON’S NORTH END

Boston, Massachusetts

One of the oldest parts of Boston, the North End is the city’s best-known Italian neighborhood and one of the nation’s most famous Italian American communities. After visiting the Paul Revere House and the Old North Church on the Freedom Trail (see p. 42), wander along the narrow streets, many of them lined with redbrick tenement buildings. For over a century, beginning in the mid-1800s during the Irish famines, this area teemed with recently arrived immigrants. One of the most famous North End natives was Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, a granddaughter of Irish immigrants, daughter of Boston’s Mayor John F. Fitzgerald, and mother of President John F. Kennedy. Her baptism (in 1890) and funeral (in 1995) both took place at St. Stephen’s Church on Hanover Street. Across the street from St. Stephen’s is Cyrus Dallin’s equestrian statue of Paul Revere; every April on Patriots Day, a reenactor dressed as Revere mounts a horse in front of the statue and begins his ride to Lexington and Concord (see p. 57).

Following the Irish to the North End were immigrants from Eastern Europe, Portugal, and finally, around the turn of the century, Italy. This is where you’ll find some of Boston’s best Italian restaurants, including the epitome of a neighborhood pizza place, Pizzeria Regina. Founded in 1926, this classic serves thin-crust pizza baked in a brick oven and, ideally, topped with house-made Italian sausage. Or just stop for a respite—an espresso or cappuccino and an Italian pastry or a scoop of gelato. Caffè Vittoria, the oldest Italian caffè in Boston, is another favorite with the locals, a bustling spot that attracts a lively mix of regulars and tourists.

You can also make the North End an evening of more formal dining without compromising its authenticity. An uncontested favorite is Mamma Maria, whose specialties are northern Italian cuisine (notably pasta creations) and romance. The elegant town house is a popular place for marriage proposals, and the osso buco is worth its weight in diamond solitaires. If you prefer your jewelry plastic and your dough deep-fried, visit the North End in the summer. It’s the season for feasts, otherwise known as street fairs; many of the generations-old social clubs that sponsor them bear the names of saints, and so do the festivals. The Fisherman’s Feast, which dates to 1911, kicks off with the blessing of the fishing waters and usually features a big-name entertainer (Frankie Avalon appeared in 2005) of Italian American heritage. Just don’t overindulge in the sausage and peppers and sugar-dusted zeppoles—when the band strikes up traditional Italian tunes, you may find yourelf dancing in the street. Everyone’s Italian tonight. Tutti siamo italiani!

PIZZERIA REGINA: Tel 617-227-0765; www.pizzeriaregina.com. Cost: dinner $20. CAFFÉ VITTORIA: Tel 617-227-7606; www.vittoriacaffe.com. Cost: $7. MAMMA MARIA: Tel 617-523-0077; www.mammamaria.com. Cost: dinner $55. BEST TIMES: Patriots Day (3rd Mon in Apr) for reenactments and commemorations; weekends in late July and Aug for feasts; mid-Aug for 4-day Fisherman’s Feast (www.fishermansfeast.com).

Flowers, Trees, Swans, and Ducks in the Heart of the City

THE PUBLIC GARDEN

Boston, Massachusetts

Time seems to slow down in the Public Garden. Laid out in 1837, this was America’s first public botanical garden. It abounds with flowerbeds and ornamental trees as well as fountains and famous birds. Find a shaded bench and take it all in, starting with the legendary Swan Boats propelled by college students working the pedals that make them go. The Swan Boats and one of the world’s smallest suspension bridges dominate the lagoon at the center of the Public Garden, which encloses a delightfully miscellaneous statuary collection as well as four live swans. Near the corner of Beacon and Charles streets, Make Way for Ducklings is a string of tiny bronze waterfowl eternally following their mother toward the lagoon, as they did in Robert McCloskey’s book of the same name. Near the exit onto Commonwealth Avenue, George Washington gazes down from the saddle of his landmark equestrian statue. And on that historical note, imagine this: The Public Garden sits on a landfill site that was once the “sea” part of “One if by land, two if by sea.”

The Public Garden is also the front yard of two of the best hotels in all New England. The Taj Boston, until recently the Ritz-Carlton, opened in 1927 and occupies a special niche befitting its age. Decorated in traditional style and outfitted with all the latest perks (call the front desk for the “Fireplace Butler”), it’s the one truly legendary Boston hotel. Part of that legend is afternoon tea, a genteel and tasty ritual accompanied by live harp music, and part is the hotel’s location on Newbury Street, known for the city’s best shopping.
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Robert Paget designed the Swan Boats in the 1870s.

It has a worthy competitor in the Four Seasons, which combines over-the-top luxury with a gorgeous setting and noteworthy dining. The Public Garden is a constant presence; it’s visible through huge windows from the lobby, restaurants, and swimming pool. The concierge will even give quack-happy youngsters duck food to take across the street. Aujourd’hui, the second-floor restaurant, offers sublime modern French cuisine. The genteel rivalry between the two hotels shows no signs of flagging, but the Ritz-Carlton has an ace in the hole: Louis the trumpeter swan, the hero of E. B. White’s delightful children’s novel The Trumpet of the Swan, stayed there when he was working in the Public Garden lagoon.

WHERE: Back Bay. SWAN BOATS: Tel 617-522-1966; www.swanboats.com. When: mid-Apr–mid-Sept. TAJ BOSTON: Tel 877-482-5267 or 617-536-5700, 617-912-3355 (dining reservations); www.tajhotels.com/boston. Cost: from $395; afternoon tea $25. THE FOUR SEASONS: Tel 800-819-5053 or 617-338-4400, 617-351-2037 (Aujourd’hui); www.fourseasons.com. Cost: from $425; dinner $45. BEST TIMES: early Apr–mid-Oct for flowers in bloom; look for tulips in Apr, roses in June.

A College Community on Boston’s “Left Bank”

HARVARD SQUARE

Cambridge, Massachusetts

No visit to Boston is complete without a side trip to “The People’s Republic of Cambridge,” the lively and unabashedly intellectual city across the Charles River. Founded in 1630, it is home to two heavyweight seats of learning, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard University.

Exuding gentility and timeless academia, Harvard University is the very heart of Cambridge. Life here revolves around Harvard Square and the tides of students, professors, and visitors who have flocked here from all over the world since Harvard was founded in 1636.

In a walk around Harvard Yard, the oldest part of the lovely campus, you’ll see nearly three centuries’ worth of architecture. The oldest building, Massachusetts Hall (1720), holds the university president’s office and housing for first-year students. Sever Hall (1880) is a masterpiece by 19th-century American architect Henry Hobson Richardson. Nearby Widener Library (1913) bears the name of a Harvard graduate who died in the sinking of the Titanic. The Fogg Art Museum appears to be just another redbrick building but contains a delightful surprise: an Italian Renaissance–style stone courtyard. The Fogg is the best known of the university’s three art museums, which together hold more than 200,000 objects; the depth and breadth of the collections (expect everything from Dutch Renaissance to Kandinksy) make this complex one of the country’s foremost university art museums and a place you’ll want to spend your afternoon.

Harvard Square is anything but academic. It’s a chic, upscale area with interesting boutiques, restaurants, and bistros. The posh Charles Hotel, a peaceful retreat steps away from the commotion of the square, is contemporary in style, with custom Shaker-style furnishings in the spacious accommodations, excellent restaurants, a jazz club, an expansive spa, and a huge fitness center. A branch of the Legal Sea Foods restaurant chain faces the hotel courtyard. Internationally renowned for the quality and freshness of its fish, which the company processes in its own plant on the Boston waterfront, Legal Sea Foods originated in East Cambridge as a fish market in 1950; that location is long gone, but there are two always busy branches in Cambridge and seven in Boston. Legal’s fresh, chunky clam chowder is a must-sample, but so is the steamed or baked lobster (as big as you can afford), with a perfect rendition of Boston cream pie for dessert.
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From the Charles River it’s a short walk to Harvard Square.

The neighborhood’s other longtime culinary favorite, UpStairs on the Square, occupies a former university social club where an innovative use of color and accessories breaks up the formality of the wood paneling. The bar and downstairs dining room are welcoming and casual, with a menu to match; the formal dining room on the top level serves special-occasion food with a subtle twist that complements the exquisite space.

The student population long ago ensured a vibrant music scene in Cambridge. See who’s performing at the Club Passim, one of the best folk and acoustic music venues anywhere. A fixture of Harvard Square since it opened in 1958 as Club 47, the subterranean coffeehouse is a friendly place with a no-frills, music-first atmosphere. The club has booked legendary musicians such as Joan Baez and Bonnie Raitt (both as teenagers), Tom Rush, Shawn Colvin, Nanci Griffith, Peter Wolf, and Bob Dylan, and that’s just scratching the surface.

The Square is especially festive on warm weekends. Crowds pour in, growing even larger during frequent street fairs (two of the biggest are Mayfair and Oktoberfest) and peaking in October for the Head of the Charles. The rowing regatta is the high point of the preppy social calendar, attracting thousands of competitors to the river to race along the curving course as supporters scream themselves hoarse in a state of near-frenzy.

WHERE: 3 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-862-5678 or 617-441-2884; www.cambridge-usa.org. HARVARD UNIVERSITY: www.harvard.edu. HARVARD ART MUSEUMS (Fogg, Busch-Reisinger, and Arthur M. Sackler Museums): Tel 617-495-9400; www.artmuseums.harvard.edu. CHARLES HOTEL: Tel 800-882-1818 or 617-864-1200; www.charleshotel.com. Cost: from $229. LEGAL SEA FOODS: Tel 617-491-9400; www.legalseafoods.com. Cost: dinner $35. UPSTAIRS ON THE SQUARE: Tel 617-864-1933; www.upstairsonthesquare.com. Cost: dinner from $30. CLUB PASSIM: Tel 617-492-7679; www.clubpassim.org. BEST TIMES: early May for Mayfair; early June when the Harvard campus is spruced up for graduation; early Oct for Oktoberfest; 3rd weekend in Oct for the Head of the Charles (www.hocr.org).

The North Shore’s “Other Cape” Captivates

CAPE ANN

Massachusetts

Who hasn’t heard of Cape Cod? But Massachusetts’s “Other Cape,” the small rocky coast of Cape Ann that juts out into the Atlantic just north of Boston, creates an equally dramatic shoreline that has also inspired artists for generations. Cape Ann was a center of commercial fishing that began not long after the first group of European settlers declared Gloucester the best fishing grounds in the New World upon their arrival in 1623. Descendants of Portuguese sailors who manned the early fleets are still in strong evidence today: The best-known celebration in a summer schedule full of weekend festivals is St. Peter’s Fiesta, an enormous street fair that includes the blessing of the fleet.

Gloucester is still a seafaring town (as illustrated in Sebastian Junger’s 1991 account of The Perfect Storm; the later movie version was filmed here), but the fishing industry has faded greatly. Whale-watching cruises have gained enormous popularity in its wake. Cape Ann’s self-anointed role as “Whale-Watching Capital of the World” is due to the proximity of Stellwagen Bank, a shelf beneath the Atlantic running from Gloucester to Provincetown (see next page). Protected as a National Marine Sanctuary, it is a rich feeding ground for migrating finbacks, humpbacks, and other whales and marine life that happily dwell here between spring and fall. A half-day on the open sea on a Yankee Whale Watch cruise affords an unforgettable opportunity, with naturalists who narrate the voyage and pretty much guarantee multiple sightings.

Gloucester’s gruff and ramshackle character takes a lyrical turn just outside town at Rocky Neck Art Colony, the nation’s oldest working colony. The tiny nearby town of Rockport, sitting at the tip of the peninsula, also has a vibrant artist community that has included Winslow Homer, Fitz Hugh Lane, and Childe Hassam; today the town overflows with gift shops and B&Bs but still retains its charm, especially if visited outside its summer peak. The lovely Emerson Inn by the Sea sits north of downtown’s bustle right on the rocky coast, named for the famous philosopher and onetime guest. The gracious inn was built in 1846 and moved to this location in 1912, with a columned back veranda that overlooks a well-groomed lawn leading down to the sea, past a small heated saltwater pool.
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Woodman’s fried clams are well worth the wait.

For centuries nearby Essex supplied ships to Gloucester and countless other ports far and wide, a legacy proudly preserved in the small but impressive Essex Shipbuilding Museum. Model ships, tools, photographs, dioramas, and videos tell its story from 1668, when the first shipyard opened, to the mid-19th century, when as many as 15 manufacturers produced 50 or more vessels a year.

But there’s still more. Cape Ann’s far-reaching renown today is arguably as the hallowed birthplace of the fried clam. In 1916, Chubby Woodman, of Woodman’s restaurant in Essex, was the first to dunk a tasty bivalve into sizzling oil, and the rest is history. Today, Woodman family members preside over the busy restaurant (they serve, on average, 2,000 people on a summer day) noted for clam chowder, steamed lobsters, lobster rolls, onion rings, and other sea-related delicacies as well as those peerless fried clams.

The red-and-white-striped takeout Clam Box in nearby Ipswich opened in 1938 and has been packing them in ever since. A friendly rivalry pits their fried wonders against those of Woodman’s. You’re invited to sample a paper plate piled sky-high with their fried clams at an outdoor picnic table and cast your vote.

If it happens to be that gorgeous month of October, you might consider a brief foray inland to the little town of Topsfield, whose classic country fair features lots and lots of retro carnival food and local entertainment.

WHERE: Gloucester is 36 miles northeast of Boston. Cape Ann visitor info: Tel 800-321-0133 or 978-283-1601; www.capeannvacations.com. Rockport visitor info: Tel 978-546-6575; www.rockportusa.com. YANKEE WHALE WATCH: Gloucester. Tel 800-WHALING or 978-283-0313; www.yankee fleet.com. When: May–Oct. EMERSON INN BY THE SEA: Rockport. Tel 800-964-5550 or 978-546-6321; www.emersoninnbythesea.com. Cost: ocean-view from $169 (off-peak), from $229 (peak). ROCKY NECK ART COLONY: Gloucester. www.rockyneckartcolony.org. ESSEX SHIPBUILDING MUSEUM: Tel 978-768-7541; www.essexshipbuildingmuseum.org. When: closed Wed–Sun, summer and fall. Sat–Sun, spring and winter. WOODMAN’S OF ESSEX: Tel 800-649-1773 or 978-768-2559; www.woodmans.com. Cost: dinner $15. CLAM BOX: Ipswich. Tel 978-356-9707; www.ipswichma.com/clambox. Cost: dinner $20. BEST TIMES: June for Rockport Chamber Music Festival (www.rcmf.org); late June for St. Peter’s Fiesta in Gloucester; mid-Sept for Gloucester Seafood Festival; early Oct for Topsfield Fair (www.topsfieldfair.org); early Dec for Christmas in Rockport celebration.

Anything Goes at the Tip of Cape Cod

PROVINCETOWN

Cape Cod, Massachusetts

Toward the tip of Cape Cod’s northern end, the highway that crosses the rest of the peninsula dwindles to a two-lane road. Then Provincetown appears. A seaside town surrounded by gorgeous dunes and inviting beaches, the longtime fishing port and artists’ colony is one of the best-known gay communities in the world. The year-round population of just over 3,000 grows tenfold in the summer. Walking along Commercial Street is the best way to get the feel of this casual, welcoming place, equally popular for day-trippers and drag queens, seekers of tacky souvenirs and fine art, beach bums and party animals.

Many year-round residents are Portuguese American (descendants of sailors and fishermen who immigrated in the years following the Civil War), and P-town has a strong Iberian flavor. The Provincetown Portuguese Bakery specializes in traditional pastries and meat pies, and the first big event of the summer is the Portuguese Festival, with Portuguese flags draped every-where—there’s lots of authentic food, music, dancing, and the blessing of the fishing fleet.

Few grade-school history classes stress that the Mayflower landed here first in 1620 before continuing across the bay to Plymouth (see p. 64) on the mainland; the Pilgrim Monument stands as a reminder atop High Pole Hill, visible from 40 miles away.

P-town is the port closest (6 miles away) to the Stellwagen Bank, an underwater plateau and rich fishing ground that’s irresistible to migrating whales, with quasi-guaranteed sightings mid-April through October. Whale-watching cruises to see the magnificent mammals—finback, right, minke, and humpback—leave from MacMillan Wharf in the heart of downtown Provincetown.

Fine seafood restaurants have made Provincetown a popular dining destination. Patrons enjoy a water view at the Lobster Pot, whose creative menu includes Portuguese specialties such as cod crusted with linguica sausage; bounteous sopa do mar, a mix of fish and shellfish poached in fish stock; and the award-winning Tim’s clam chowder. The menu at Napi’s draws inspiration from around the globe, featuring everything from bouillabaisse to Thai chicken to savory Brazilian shrimp. Built in the late 1960s from salvaged materials, the funky restaurant overflows with local art and antiques and always promises an interesting crowd year-round.

There’s no lack of variety in the accommodations department, either. The Land’s End Inn is a 1904 bungalow famed for both its location as well as its extravagant decor of plush fabrics, fine art, and elaborate antiques. Many of the individually decorated rooms have balconies, decks, or patios to enjoy P-town’s famous sunsets. The best-known unit is the octagonal loft suite, which offers a 360-degree view from private wraparound wooden decks. Another special choice in town is the Crowne Pointe Historic Inn, a late 19th-century sea captain’s house complete with turret and harbor views from its two-story wraparound porch; guest rooms extend into three neighboring renovated carriage houses. Modern amenities blend with the elegant Victorian atmosphere, and many rooms have whirlpools and fireplaces. The modern on-premises spa is P-town’s best, with a wide range of options from deep-tissue massage or gentle craniosacral therapy to a Reiki energy-balancing treatment.

The New Provincetown Players are the resident troupe at the venerable Provincetown Theater. When the artists began arriving in the early decades of the 20th century, so did playwrights and authors, whose ranks over time included such luminaries as Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, Norman Mailer, and E. E. Cummings. A busy cultural life is still one of P-town’s biggest summer draws, with drama, dance, cabaret, concerts, and films that fill out the schedule at the theater.
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MacMillan Wharf is the berth for much of P-town’s fishing and whale-watching fleet.

Art’s Dune Tours take visitors on excursions around Provincetown’s sandy surroundings, pointing out the battered “dune shacks” that for decades have served as retreats for the artists who came for the end-of-the-world atmosphere and special light; the shacks are now National Historic Landmarks.

WHERE: 115 miles southeast of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 508-487-3424; www.ptown chamber.org. WHALE-WATCHING: Dolphin Fleet of Provincetown, tel 800-826-9300 or 508-240-3636; www.whalewatch.com. When: mid-Apr–late Oct. THE LOBSTER POT: Tel 508-487-0842; www.ptownlobsterpot.com. Cost: dinner $35. NAPI’S: Tel 800-571-6247 or 508-487-1145; www.napis-restaurant.com. Cost: dinner $32. LAND’S END INN: Tel 800-276-7088 or 508-487-0706; www.landsendinn.com. Cost: from $145 (off-peak), from $305 (peak). CROWNE POINTE HISTORIC INN: Tel 877-CROWNE-1 or 508-487-6767; www.crownepointe.com. Cost: from $99 (off-peak), from $299 (peak). PROVINCETOWN THEATER: Tel 800-791-7487 or 508-487-7487; www.provincetowntheater.org. When: late June–Dec. ART’S DUNE TOURS: Tel 800-894-1951 or 508-487-1950; www.artsdunetours.com. When: mid-Apr–Oct. BEST TIMES: spring and fall for pleasant weather and relatively small crowds; mid-Apr–Oct for whale-watching; mid-June for Provincetown International Film Festival (www.ptownfilmfest.org); late June for Portuguese Festival; late Aug for Carnival Week, with Mardi Gras–style revelry.

Pristine and Wild, New England’s Summer Playground

CAPE COD NATIONAL SEASHORE

Massachusetts

Cape Cod National Seashore is a 40-mile stretch of rolling dunes and gorgeous beaches. It lies on the Outer Cape, from Chatham north to Provincetown (see p. 50). President John F. Kennedy, a longtime summer resident of Hyannisport, granted the seashore federal protection in 1961, well over a century after Henry David Thoreau (who wrote of “the bare and bended arm of Massachusetts” in the mid-1800s) wandered the dunes, where “a man can stand and put all America behind him.”

More than 43,000 glorious acres unfold along the unruly Atlantic, where lighthouses overlook wide beaches, vast stretches of dune grass, nature trails, salt marshes, and kettle ponds, and where the play and quality of light have long drawn artists and writers. At some points, dunes tower hundreds of feet above the shore, and at low tide strings of sand bars stretch for miles. South of Chatham, the Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge extends 8 miles into the ocean and attracts 350-plus species of birds that use the Outer Cape as a flyway. Once a peninsula, the refuge now spreads over three distinct islands and is uninhabited except for its summer population of some 7,000 gray seals. Back on terra firma, follow the two-lane Old King’s Highway (modern-day Route 6A) from Orleans west to the Cape Cod Canal, which separates the peninsula from the mainland. Over its 34 miles, the road opens onto dramatic water views and passes a plethora of antiques shops to fill your afternoon with browsing.
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A classic Cape Cod seascape in Chatham.

The old sea captain’s town of Chatham is one of the Cape’s most desirable addresses. Shops, art galleries, and eateries line picture-perfect Main Street, a stretch of clapboard buildings, white picket fences, and flowering gardens and window boxes. Built in 1839, the dignified Captain’s House Inn has romantic rooms with four-posters and fireplaces. You can walk to dinner at the Impudent Oyster, where the sophisticated menu (mainly seafood) and white-linen ambience are a welcome break from the ubiquitous clam shacks and sub shops. For the best dessert head to nearby Buffy’s, where the ice cream is homemade daily and the plain old vanilla is heavenly.

Right on the Atlantic is the Chatham Bars Inn, a 200-plus-room establishment that offers guests the classic New England resort experience. Wicker rocking chairs line the porch overlooking the water. Many families return each summer to be welcomed by the white-gloved staff and enjoy the Wednesday night clam and lobster bake under the stars.

WHERE: Chatham is 90 miles southeast of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 888-33-CAPE-COD or 508-362-3225; www.capecodchamber.org. CAPE COD NATIONAL SEASHORE: Tel 508-255-3421; www.nps.gov/caco. MONOMOY NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE: Chatham. Tel 508-945-0594; www.fws.gov/northeast/ monomoy/. CAPTAIN’S HOUSE INN: Chatham. Tel 800-315-0728 or 508-945-0127; www.captainshouseinn.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $260 (peak). IMPUDENT OYSTER: Chatham. Tel 508-945-3545. Cost: dinner $32. BUFFY’S: Chatham. Tel 508-945-5990. CHATHAM BARS INN: Tel 800-527-4884 or 508-945-0096; www.chathambarsinn.com. Cost: from $195 (off-peak), from $455 (peak). BEST TIMES: spring and fall for smaller crowds; warmest water in mid- to late Aug; Sept for Harwich Cranberry Festival (www.harwichcran berryfestival.com); traditional Thanksgiving and Christmas at Chatham Bars.

A Treasure Trove of Architecture in the City of Peace

HANCOCK SHAKER VILLAGE

Hancock, Massachusetts

Hancock Shaker Village was the third of 19 major Shaker communities that flourished in the 1800s and extended from New England as far west as Indiana and Kentucky (see p. 407). The Shakers (so named for their trembling and whirling during worship) were a religious sect established in England in 1747. They lived communally, seeking to create heaven on earth, a goal they pursued by living simply, in a society that treated men and women as equals and practiced pacifism and celibacy. They added members through adult conversion and became one of the most successful separatist societies in America.

When the Hancock community was formally settled in 1791, its inhabitants called it the City of Peace—and so it seemed with some 1,200 acres of rich farmland, rolling meadows, and lush woods. When the Shakers dispersed over 150 years later, it became the largest restored Shaker community in the Northeast. It’s a living history museum consisting of 20 buildings that have gained Hancock a reputation as the best place in the East to experience and appreciate the Shaker architecture and aesthetic, an austere, unadorned style that is timeless in its appeal.

Inside many of the structures are displays that show off the members’ tenet of worshipping God through handiwork: The village’s collection of more than 22,000 objects of unparalleled craftsmanship includes baskets, boxes, furniture, clothing and textiles, and farm and kitchen equipment.

Hancock Shaker Village was primarily a farming community, which reached a peak population of some 300 in the 1830s. Its best-known structures are the Round Stone Barn and the five-story Brick Dwelling that housed nearly 100 community members, known as brethren and sistren. Among the other buildings on the property are the 1793 Meeting House and the Sisters’ Dairy and Weave Loft, still furnished with butter churns, spinning wheels, and looms. The Barn Complex holds the Discovery Room, where children enjoy weaving and other hands-on activities or trying on Shaker-style clothing, while parents peruse some of the reproduced Shaker items so coveted by today’s design enthusiasts.

WHERE: 144 miles west of Boston. Tel 413-443-0188; www.hancockshakervillage.org. WHEN: self-guided tours Apr–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Apr for baby animals; mid-July for fine arts and crafts fair; late Sept for country fair; Oct for Shaker Suppers.

A Gorgeous Setting for a Smorgasbord of Culture


BERKSHIRE SUMMER FESTIVALS

Lenox, Massachusetts

When warm weather sets in, performing artists from New York, Boston, and the rest of the world find their way to the Berkshires, where the life of the mind flourishes among the rolling, wooded hills of western Massachussetts. The Tanglewood Music Festival is the Berkshires’ marquee event. The summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, Tanglewood attracts top-flight artists from around the globe who perform works in a wide variety of genres. The lush 500-acre estate encompasses four lovely performance venues with plenty of seating, but Tanglewood’s calling card is a glamorous picnic dinner. Some music lovers spread out blankets and gourmet meals on The Lawn, dining by candlelight, sometimes with china, silver, and crystal. Others bring the kids and tuna sandwiches. The season culminates in early September with the annual Tanglewood Jazz Fest.

The internationally acclaimed Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival offers dance performances, lectures, demonstrations, films, and live music. “The Pillow,” a longtime haunt of the legendary Martha Graham, is famed for encouraging the dance world’s rising stars. You can enjoy ballet one night and hip-hop, modern jazz, or Spanish flamenco the next. Close to Lenox in the small town of Becket, the 161-acre property, a National Historic Landmark, is home to multiple performance spaces, a dance school, and carefully preserved wetlands that can be enjoyed on a self-guided tour of the grounds.

Shakespeare & Company’s focus is—not surprisingly—on the Bard, but its three performance spaces also schedule contemporary works and revivals. The celebrated actor-training program gives the company an energy that makes it irresistible to established stars as well as talented unknowns. Literature is another art closely associated with the Berkshires. The Mount was the home of novelist Edith Wharton from 1902 to 1911. Wharton claimed to be “a better landscape gardener than novelist”—the judges who made her the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction might disagree—and the Mount preserves her legacy.

The venerable Berkshire Theatre Festival in Stockbridge presents revivals of plays and musicals as well as original productions. Top-notch actors, directors, set designers, and playwrights make and build on their reputations on the festival’s two stages. The company makes its home in the 1888 Stockbridge Casino, designed by Stanford White. Across the tiny town is the Norman Rockwell Museum, home to the world’s largest collection of works by the beloved 20th-century American artist. The iconic Four Freedoms and numerous Saturday Evening Post covers form the heart of the collection of more than 500 paintings and drawings by Rockwell, who lived in Stockbridge for the last 25 years of his life.

Anchoring Stockbridge’s Rockwell-perfect Main Street is the friendly Red Lion Inn, a landmark since the late 1700s. The inn offers a variety of accommodations, some with shared baths and some in houses adjoining the main building. There’s even a guest room in an 1899 firehouse down the block.

WHERE: Lenox is 130 miles west of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-237-5747 or 413-743-4500; www.berkshires.org. TANGLEWOOD: Lenox. Tel 888-266-1200 or 413-637-5381; www.tanglewood.org. Cost: tickets from $18; lawn admission from $9. When: late June–early Sept. JACOB’S PILLOW: Becket. Tel 413-243-0745; www.jacobspillow.org. Cost: from $10. When: late June–late Aug. SHAKESPEARE & COMPANY: Lenox. Tel 413-637-1199; www.shakespeare.org. Cost: tickets from $15. When: mid-June–Sept. THE MOUNT: Lenox. Tel 413-637-1899; www.edithwharton.org. When: closed Jan–Apr. BERKSHIRE THEATRE FESTIVAL: Stockbridge. Tel 413-298-5576; www.berkshire theatre.org. Cost: tickets from $19. When: mid-June–early Dec. NORMAN ROCKWELL MUSEUM: Stockbridge. Tel 413-298-4100; www.nrm.org. When: daily; studio closed Nov–Apr. RED LION INN: Stockbridge. Tel 413-298-5545; www.redlioninn.com. Cost: from $95 (off-peak), from $145 (peak). BEST TIMES: July–Aug for pleasant weather; mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.

Living the High Life at a Gilded Age Estate

THE “INLAND NEWPORT ”

Lenox and the Berkshires, Massachusetts

The Berkshires have long promised to nourish the mind, body, and spirit. Visitors flock to western Massachusetts in search of renewal at cultural venues, spas and retreats, and at the exquisite mansions that dot the landscape. Beginning in the mid-19th century, Gilded Age tycoons from New York and Boston turned their attention to Lenox and the vicinity, touching off a building boom of country estates that peaked in 1885. The resulting concentration of magnificent homes led the author and animal-rights activist Cleveland Amory to dub the Lenox area “the Switzerland of America.”

Thanks to the same false modesty once common to Newport, Rhode Island, the mammoth country houses were known as “cottages”; more than 70 of them survive, many as luxurious lodgings for visitors with gilded budgets. Sitting like a Scottish castle at the end of a regal drive on 100 acres of painstakingly tended grounds, Blantyre offers elaborately decorated guest rooms, rich with subtle floral fabrics and sumptuous draperies. The accommodations echo the formality of the rest of the property (men are asked to wear jackets and ties in the dining room). Tennis courts and croquet lawns join more modern amenities such as a small but lovely spa.

The other sumptuous sanctuary in town is Wheatleigh, an 1893 confection that aspires to be an Italian palazzo. Equally luxurious, but sleek and sophisticated where Blantyre is formal and ornate, the extensively restored hotel occupies a parklike setting on 22 acres originally designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the landscape architect most famous for his design of New York City’s Central Park. Contemporary art complements the antique and custom furnishings, creating a refined atmosphere in the tranquil guest rooms and dramatic public spaces. The inn overlooks a scenic lake, just part of the bucolic views enjoyed from the floor-to-ceiling windows in the dining room. Chef Jeffrey Thompson draws on French, Latin American, and Caribbean traditions in creating his thoroughly American cuisine, a celebrated combination of delicate flavors and local ingredients. His regularly changing menu might include a dish as simple as pea soup or as elaborate as antelope loin with couscous and huckleberry sauce.

Less baronial but no less comfortable lodgings can be found at the Old Inn on the Green in New Marlborough. Dating to around 1760 and over the years serving as a trading post, stagecoach stop, tavern, general store, and even a post office, it is done up in sophisticated country style with candlelit dining rooms and a summer terrace as the dramatic backdrop for owner-chef Peter Platt’s seasonal New England cuisine.

WHERE: Lenox is 130 miles west of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-237-5747 or 413-743-4500; www.berkshires.org. BLANTYRE: Tel 413-637-3556; www.blantyre.com. Cost: from $550. WHEATLEIGH: Tel 413-637-0610; www.wheatleigh.com. Cost: from $715; dinner $125. THE OLD INN ON THE GREEN: New Marlborough. Tel 413-229-7924; www.oldinn.com. Cost: from $225 (off-peak), from $245 (peak); dinner $65. BEST TIMES: June–Aug for greatest variety of cultural offerings; late June–early Sept for Tanglewood Music Festival; mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.

When the World Is Too Much with You

NIRVANA IN THE BERKSHIRES

Lenox, Massachusetts

Berkshire country grows lovelier with each season, passing from tranquil snow white to velvety green to raucous reds and golds. The lack of large cities nearby means relatively little light pollution; on a clear night, a canopy of stars brightens the ink-black sky. All this forms an inspiring backdrop for destinations that promise to renew the spirit and reinvigorate the body.

Cranwell Resort, Spa & Golf Club is such a retreat, a luxurious estate with staff who satisfy guests’ every need while insulating them from the tumult of the outside world. A cornucopia of recreational offerings complement the old-fashioned atmosphere: Imagine yourself a Gilded Age tycoon on a well-deserved getaway, wandering the resort’s 380 gorgeous acres. The property centers on a restored 1894 mansion, an architectural showpiece that evokes a Tudor-style English country house, rich with carved woodwork, wood paneling, and antique Oriental carpets. Cranwell is the retreat of choice for spa aficionados, who gravitate to the 35,000-square-foot spa, with 16 treatment rooms and an extensive fitness center as well as a relaxation lounge complete with fireplace in each locker room. Golfers are equally pampered here: After a morning on the 18-hole championship course (with GPS-equipped carts), a host of treatments await at the spa, many designed specifically for sore duffers.

The arrival of Canyon Ranch, the eastern outpost of the legendary Arizona spa (see p. 700), has given Cranwell a run for its money. Headquartered in Bellefontaine (said to be designed after Le Petit Trianon at Versailles), it offers the same magical combination of amenities and atmosphere that has earned the original Canyon Ranch an unrivaled international reputation. Its location sits on 120 acres with extensive outdoor fitness options—hiking, biking, swimming, kayaking, tennis, skiing, and much more. Indoors, the 100,000-square-foot spa complex incorporates a gorgeous pool, tennis and squash courts, exercise and weight rooms, a jogging track, and numerous treatment rooms. The cuisine, which famously balances nutrition and flavor, is so appealing that cooking classes are now available. The emphasis is on activity rather than relaxation: Canyon Ranch schedules more than 30 classes a day from which to pick and choose, and the staff includes medical professionals to help get you on track and on your way to your personal goals, especially once you’re back home.

Dramatically different from all the physical activity and indulgence, the Kripalu Center promises a simple experience befitting this spiritual sanctuary. Overlooking a lake from a hilltop that affords spectacular views of the 350-acre estate, Kripalu is the country’s largest yoga education center. Guests wander the beautiful grounds, relax in a whirlpool or sauna, and experience an environment designed to be a nurturing retreat from the madding crowd. Suitably simple accommodations in the four-story redbrick building range from dorm rooms with bunk beds to private doubles. The friendships forged amid a delightful milieu of a freshair camp for adults with a higher mission are an inherent part of its specialness. Guests eat at long communal tables and chat at lunch and dinner but not at breakfast, which is a silent meal. The Retreat & Renewal package is the most popular, with all the basics covered: room and board, yoga, meditation, and other activities. But more extensive programs incorporate options such as workshops that focus on fitness, personal growth, weight loss, Ayurvedic cleansing, and countless other subjects.
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“Lenox has had its usual tonic effect on me, and I feel like a new edition, revised and corrected … in the very best type.”—Edith Wharton

WHERE: 130 miles west of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-237-5747 or 413-743-4500; www.berkshires.org. CRANWELL RESORT: Tel 800-272-6935 or 413-637-1364; www.cranwell.com. Cost: from $205 (off-peak), from $355 (peak). CANYON RANCH: Tel 800-742-9000 or 413-637-4100; www.canyon ranchlenox.com. Cost: 3-night packages from $1,930 per person (off-peak), from $3,000 per person (peak), includes meals. KRIPALU CENTER: Tel 866-200-5203 or 413-448-3152; www.kripalu.org. Cost: Retreat & Renewal package from $166 per person, 2-night minimum, includes meals. BEST TIMES: June–Aug for cultural offerings in the area; July–Aug for weather, mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.

Revolution, Literature, and Walden Pond

LEXINGTON AND CONCORD

Massachusetts

Reminders of the Revolutionary War abound throughout eastern Massachusetts, but nowhere more significantly than in Lexington and Concord. The first skirmish of the war took place just a couple of blocks from downtown Lexington on April 19, 1775. Tensions between the colonists and the British government had been building for years, and the local militia, or minutemen, would gather at Buckman Tavern to discuss the situation. Learning that British troops were on the march from Boston, Paul Revere and his fellow riders rode into the countryside to sound the alarm. They roused the militia for miles around, and the Lexington minutemen confronted the redcoats on the Battle Green.

This affluent suburb of Boston looks nothing like a battlefield today, the historic site now a broad, peaceful lawn. Spend a moment at the visitor center, where a diorama illustrates the battle when the first shot was fired. If your visit coincides with the local tradition of waking before dawn on Patriots Day, join the sleepy-eyed crowd to witness convincing battle reenactments followed by hearty community pancake breakfasts and a day full of family events.

The 900-acre Minute Man National Historical Park preserves sites and structures associated with the Revolution, most of them found along the 5-mile Battle Road Trail connecting Lexington and Concord. One of the trail’s principal sites is Concord’s North Bridge, where 500 colonial soldiers surprised the British redcoats. A replica of the trestle bridge over the narrow Concord River is part of the park, which also preserves the Wayside, home of Nathaniel Hawthorne, built in 1688.

The Wayside is but a glimpse of Concord’s great literary legacy. The Orchard House, inspiration of Little Women and home of its author, Louisa May Alcott, and the prosperous-looking home of philosopher-poet Ralph Waldo Emerson, are, like Hawthorne’s, open for tours (many of the town’s literary and revolutionary artifacts have been gathered at the impressive Concord Museum across the way). At the height of their fame in the mid-19th century, Concord was a center of Transcendentalism, a philosophical movement that looked to the simplicity of the natural world for guidance. Under the shade of ancient trees in this writers’ neighborhood is the late 19th-century Hawthorne Inn, a welcoming and romantic B&B with just seven guest rooms. Classic country decor of handmade quilts and antique four-poster beds mixes seamlessly with contemporary and traditional art, while everywhere a literary atmosphere prevails.
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Watch the colonists and the British fight it out on Patriots Day, the state holiday in April that commemorates the outbreak of the American Revolution.

Longfellow’s Wayside Inn in nearby Sudbury is perhaps the area’s most well-known destination for accommodations and dining. Licensed in 1716 and reputedly the oldest operating inn in the country, it was immortalized in Longfellow’s Tales of a Wayside Inn. With just ten antiques-filled guest rooms decorated in comfortable country style, it once belonged to auto magnate Henry Ford, who amassed a number of historic structures on the leafy 130-acre property. The 1929 gristmill-cum-water-wheel still supplies all the flour used in the inn’s baking, and an extensive kitchen garden helps supply the restaurant, where Sunday dinner in the Yankee style is a venerable local tradition. Linger afterward with a colonial-recipe rum concoction in the old bar.

Even with such tough competition, Concord native Henry David Thoreau is arguably the author most closely associated with the town, and lovely Walden Pond is the place most closely associated with the author. Thoreau lived on these sylvan shores from 1845 to 1847 in a one-room house he built on property owned by his friend Emerson. His objective? To escape a society in which “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” He captured the experience in his 1854 essay Walden, inspiring the modern-day conservation movement while encouraging man’s appreciation of solitude in untrammeled nature. The Walden Pond State Reservation preserves the site of the long-gone house (a replica stands nearby), surrounded by some 4,000 acres of largely undeveloped land where you can still find that moment of peace and quiet that changed Thoreau’s life.

WHERE: Lexington is 11 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 781-862-2480; www.lexingtonchamber.org. BUCKMAN TAVERN: Lexington. Tel 781-862-1703; www.lexington history.org. When: closed Nov–mid-Apr. MINUTE MAN NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK: Tel 978-369-6993. When: North Bridge center daily, year-round; Minute Man center closed Dec–Mar. CONCORD: 19 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 978-369-3120; www.concordchamberofcommerce.org. THE WAYSIDE: Tel 978-369-6975; www.nps.gov/archive/mima/wayside. When: closed Nov–Apr. ORCHARD HOUSE: Tel 978-369-4118; www.louisamayalcott.org. RALPH WALDO EMERSON HOUSE: Tel 978-369-2236. When: closed Nov–mid-Apr and Mon–Wed year-round. HAWTHORNE INN: Tel 978-369-5610; www.concordmass.com. Cost: from $125 (off-peak), from $250 (peak). LONGFELLOW’S WAYSIDE INN: Tel 800-339-1776 or 978-443-1776; www.wayside.org. Cost: from $125; dinner $25. WALDEN POND STATE RESERVATION: Tel 978-369-3254; www.mass.gov/dcr/parks/walden. BEST TIMES: Patriots Day (3rd Mon in Apr) for battle reen-actments and commemorations; Sept–mid-Oct for foliage, especially lovely at Walden Pond.

Preserving the Legacy of the Industrial Revolution

LOWELL

Massachusetts

Founded in 1821 as the country’s first planned industrial city, Lowell soon became the most prominent of the mill towns that fueled the economy of 19th-century New England. The mills shut down a long time ago, but Lowell remains proud of its heritage. Established as the nation’s first urban national park in 1979, the city features restored textile mills, more than 5 miles of canals (whose harnessed power was the key to its success), and several museums that invite you to step back in time. Trolleys connect the national park’s exhibits telling the story of the mills, the employees, and their struggle for better working conditions. Narrated barge tours on the canals and the Merrimack River make the educational experience a leisurely one.

The American Textile History Museum, housed in an enormous former machine shop and the largest textile museum in the world, covers “Spindle City’s” heyday from the 1830s to ’50s, showcasing artifacts and materials in scores of exhibits and producing cloth in a working “weave room.” The New England Quilt Museum displays textiles in high style, with permanent and rotating exhibits of antique and contemporary quilts.

The economic opportunity afforded by the mills made Lowell a true melting pot, with workers from all parts of North America and Europe; many were young “mill girls” from rural New England. The beginning of the end came in the 1920s and ’30s, when the industry fled south. The only Spinners in town these days are the minor league hockey and baseball teams that keep hometown pride high.

Native son Jack Kerouac has also helped secure a spot on the map for Lowell. The author of On the Road (1957) and patron saint of the Beat Generation is the focus of a birthday commemoration in March and a weekend-long event that includes performances of poetry and music in early October. Kerouac was the son of immigrants from Quebec who came to work at the mills, and Lowell remains a magnet for immigrants to this day, most recently from Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand. The summer’s annual Lowell Southeast Asian Water Festival honors that heritage with boat races, parades, dancing, music, and food of a decidedly Asian bent.

In July the city stages the Lowell Folk Festival, the largest free folk music festival in the U.S. Half a dozen stages are set up for every imaginable musical genre—from zydeco to klezmer and sacred music—performed by artists from as far away as Sweden and Vietnam. Booths sell ethnic food of every stripe, and it seems as if most of Boston has jumped on the half-hourly train to come and enjoy one of the state’s liveliest festivals.

WHERE: 28 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-443-3332 or 978-459-6150; www.merrimackvalley.org. LOWELL NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK: Tel 978-970-5000; www.nps.gov/lowe. AMERICAN TEXTILE HISTORY MUSEUM: Tel 978-441-0400; www.athm.org. NEW ENGLAND QUILT MUSEUM: Tel 978-452-4207; www.nequiltmuseum.org. When: closed Mon year-round; closed Sun Jan–Apr. BEST TIMES: Mar and Oct for Lowell Celebrates Kerouac (http://lckorg.tripod.com); July for Folk Festival (www.lowellfolkfestival.org); Aug for Water Festival (www.lowellwaterfestival.org).

New England Charm off the Coast of Cape Cod

MARTHA’S VINEYARD

Massachusetts

Christened in 1602 by British explorer Bartholomew Gosnold for his daughter, Martha’s Vineyard is no longer covered in wild grapes. Today it’s an island of beautiful beaches, woods, farmland, cranberry bogs, charming inns, and tourists, distinguished from its neighbor Nantucket by its proximity to the mainland and its Cape Cod–like variety of landscapes and communities.

The offbeat, fun village of Oak Bluffs, with hundreds of colorful Victorian cottages and a beloved 1876 carousel said to be the oldest working merry-go-round in the country, offers the most after-dark activity for the 20-something set; join in the carnival atmosphere, then stop in at Ben & Bill’s to sample their ice cream flavors that range from “lobster” to “moose dropping.” The ferry port of Vineyard Haven is known for the Black Dog Tavern, purveyor of the ubiquitous T-shirts (wait till you get home to wear yours), as well as tasty pub grub. The West Tisbury farmers market in and around the 1859 “Old Ag Hall” is alive with a wonderful selection of fresh produce. Also in West Tisbury is the Norman Rockwell–style Alley’s General Store, the oldest retail business on the island and proud “Dealers in Almost Everything”—peek in just for the scenario.

Aquinnah (formerly known as, and often still called, Gay Head) is a perfect place to watch the sun set, perhaps while dining on a feast of lobster rolls or fried clams from Larsen’s Fish Market or The Bite. One is a store, the other a traditional New England clam shack, and both are landmarks in the fishing village of Menemsha, not far from Aquinnah and its landmark lighthouse. Menemsha’s Beach Plum Inn and Restaurant, situated on 7 secluded hilltop acres overlooking the historic harbor, has access to some of the island’s best beaches. Blooming gardens surround rooms and cottages that bear the names (and colors) of its flowers. Its excellent water-view restaurant, with an emphasis on fresh seafood and produce, makes this the inn of choice for many return guests.

Seafood is just about every eatery’s specialty on the island. Atria, a restaurant with a lively basement bar in handsome Edgartown (the largest of the Vineyard’s villages), has a menu with titles like “Cod Is Great, Cod Is Good” and “Very Serious Steak.” Gardens surround the 1890 sea captain’s house; request a table on the porch or terrace to enjoy the full effect.

Old-fashioned and service-proud, the Charlotte Inn in Edgartown is the finest hostelry on the island. The 1864 main house is the center of a complex of five buildings with 23 guest rooms and public areas awash with elaborate Edwardian furnishings and original art. Abundant gardens give the whole place the rarefied atmosphere of a country estate that is more England than New England.

WHERE: 7 miles offshore from Falmouth on Cape Cod. Ferries depart from Woods Hole and Hyannis on Cape Cod, and New Bedford. Visitor info: Tel 800-505-4815 or 508-693-0085; www.mvy.com. BEN & BILL’S: Oak Bluffs. Tel 508-696-0008. BLACK DOG TAVERN: Vineyard Haven. Tel 508-693-9223; www.theblackdog.com. Cost: dinner $30. WEST TISBURY FARMERS MARKET: Sat morning and Wed afternoon, June–Oct. ALLEY’S GENERAL STORE: West Tisbury. Tel 508-693-0088. LARSEN’S FISH MARKET: Menemsha. Tel 508-645-2680. When: closed late Oct–Apr. THE BITE: Menemsha. Tel 508-645-9239; www.thebitemenemsha.com. When: closed late Sept–Apr. BEACH PLUM INN: Menemsha. Tel 877-645-7398 or 508-645-9454; www.beachpluminn.com. Cost: from $215 (off-peak), from $285 (peak); dinner $65. When: closed Nov–Apr. ATRIA: Edgartown. Tel 508-627-5850; www.atriamv.com. Cost: dinner $60. When: closed Dec–Mar. THE CHARLOTTE INN: Edgartown. Tel 508-627-4151; www.relaischateaux.fr/charlotte. Cost: from $325; prix fixe dinner from $68. BEST TIMES: May–Oct for peak season; mid-June for A Taste of the Vineyard (www.mvpreservation.org; click “Calendar of Events”); July for the Edgartown Regatta.
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The population of Martha’s Vineyard swells from 15,000 to 100,000 in summer.

A Remote World All Its Own

NANTUCKET

Massachusetts

The island’s Wampanoag Indian name means “faraway land,” and Nantucket seems just that. It’s only 30 miles off the coast of Cape Cod, but the 49-square-mile island floats in its own insular world of time and space. Some 10,000 year-round residents accommodate more than five times that many visitors each summer, yet the island retains an unspoiled atmosphere. Here the descendant of the practical Yankee sea captain meets the cultured offspring of New England old money—and, increasingly, new money. They bond over their shared affection for the windswept island, with its abundant salt marshes and pristine beaches.

Stringent zoning laws help maintain the traditional New England appearance of the “Little Gray Lady of the Sea”—so named for the color of its cedar-shingled houses muted by exposure to the sea air. Movie-set–perfect Nantucket is one of the country’s finest protected historic districts, with more than 800 Georgian, Federal, and Greek Revival houses and Quaker sea captains’ homes, constructed between 1740 and 1840. Nantucket was once the whaling capital of the world, and the small but interesting Whaling Museum preserves Nantucket’s eminence in the “blubber boiling” industry. Displays include a skeleton of a 46-foot finback whale, a whaleboat, a collection of 19th-century scrimshaw, and artifacts from the Essex, sunk by a sperm whale in 1820, inspiring the story recounted in Moby-Dick.

Heading the list of the island’s finest hostelries is the Wauwinet, standing in romantic end-of-the-world isolation on a windswept spit of land between the ocean and Nantucket Bay. Cottages and manicured lawns surround the rambling 1860 main house, adjacent to 26 miles of shoreline protected as a wildlife sanctuary. The inn’s restaurant, Topper’s, is celebrated for its creative take on regional favorites (the smoked seafood chowder is a signature), enjoyed outdoors in warm weather or by a crackling fire when it’s chilly, with an award-winning wine cellar to top the experience.
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Nantucket’s cobblestone streets were home to Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab and First Mate Starbuck.

Under the same ownership, the White Elephant is right in town on the waterfront. Most of its 53 light, airy rooms and 11 guest cottages are decorated in chic country style and face the water. Like its sister property this island-chic inn emphasizes service, from the hotel operation to its well-known restaurant, The Brant Point Grill. For a cozier, more intimate alternative, visit the 12-room Pineapple Inn, an 1838 whaling captain’s home where the guestbook is full of raves about the baked goods at breakfast.

WHERE: 70 miles southeast of Boston. Ferries from Hyannis and Harwich Port on Cape Cod. Visitor info: Tel 508-228-1700; www.nantucketchamber.org. WHALING MUSEUM: Tel 508-228-1894; www.nha.org. When: mid-May–mid-Oct. THE WAUWINET: Tel 800-426-8718 or 508-228-0145; www.wauwinet.com. Cost: from $375 (off-peak), from $550 (peak); prix fixe dinner $85. When: closed Nov–mid-May WHITE ELEPHANT HOTEL: Tel 800-445-6574 or 508-228-2500; www.whiteelephanthotel.com. Cost: from $265 (off-peak), from $550 (peak); dinner $65. When: closed early Dec–Apr. PINEAPPLE INN: Tel 508-228-9992; www.pineappleinn.com. Cost: from $110. When: closed early Dec–Apr. BEST TIMES: May–June and Sept for smaller crowds; Apr for Daffodil Festival; late May for the Figawi Race, the largest sailboat race on the East Coast; June for Nantucket Film Festival (www.nantucketfilm festival.org); 1st weekend in Dec for Christmas Stroll.

Art Rejuvenates a Run-down Industrial Town

MASS MOCA

North Adams, Massachusetts

The western Massachusetts community of North Adams was a typical former mill town that fell on hard times in the 20th century. But no other erstwhile manufacturing community has reinvented itself quite so creatively or stylishly. The engine of the transformation is a former industrial site converted into the largest contemporary-arts center in the country, MASS MoCA (the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art). From the full-grown upside-down trees hanging outside the main entrance to the institution’s commitment to nurturing and integrating the visual and performing arts, this is no ordinary museum.

The enormous galleries—one is the size of a football field—feature changing exhibitions in every imaginable medium, individually and in combination. The performing arts, including theater, music, dance, cabaret, and film, share the exhibit space and also have their own space within the complex. Emerging artists share the spotlight with more established counterparts such as documentary filmmaker Frederick Wiseman, painter Kamrooz Aram, singer-songwriter Keren Ann, and choreographer Anouk van Dijk; composer David Lang and artist Mark Dion collaborated on an opera while in residence.

Opened in 1999, the complex of 26 buildings, most of them built between 1872 and 1900 as textile mills, now holds a quarter-million square feet of gallery space, performance venues, studios, offices, and more. Specially commissioned pieces and touring exhibitions combine with a dynamic performance schedule to ensure that no two visits are ever the same.

In a delightful example of synergy, row houses once occupied by mill workers continue to accommodate people headed for the mill. Right across the street from MASS MoCA, the Porches Inn consists of six 1890s residences painstakingly restored and outfitted in sleek, colorful, contemporary style. The Victorian buildings blend high-tech features with offbeat flea-market touches like paint-by-numbers pictures in the rooms and suites. Wooden floors and beadboard walls painted bright, warm colors create a homey feel; touches like Frette linens and DVD players boost the pampering quotient. The property’s heated outdoor pool is open year-round, which means that autumn guests here can enjoy a dip as red and gold leaves drift down around them.

WHERE: 133 miles northwest of Boston; 87 Marshall St. Tel 413-662-2111; www.mass moca.org. When: daily in summer; closed Tues, early Sept–June. THE PORCHES INN: Tel 413-664-0400; www.porches.com. Cost: from $130 (off-peak), from $180 (peak). BEST TIMES: July–Aug for the Berkshires’ full range of cultural offerings; mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.
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MASS MoCA occupies the former headquarters of the Sprague Electric Company.

A Taste of History at America’s Symbolic Doorstep

THANKSGIVING AT PLIMOTH PLANTATION

Plymouth, Massachusetts

At Plimoth Plantation, it’s always 1627 for ye who enter here. The Pilgrim residents of the village are costumed interpreters working at the living museum, which re-creates New England’s first successful European settlement as well as a Native village. History tells us that Thanksgiving dinner has its roots in a meal 52 Pilgrims shared with 90 men from the native Wampanoag tribe in 1621, one year after the settlers had fled religious persecution in England. It included “fowl” (probably ducks and geese rather than turkey), venison supplied by the Indians, corn, and fresh and dried fruits and vegetables. Every fall Plimoth Plantation re-creates harvest meals from that time as well as a Victorian-era menu and one from the present day, thus allowing such exotic options as white potatoes.

The most popular choice, the bounteous Victorian Thanksgiving dinner, is hosted by interpreters who set the mid-19th-century mood with help from period singers. Dishes include escalloped oysters, an impressive selection of vegetables, and warm cider cake. The 1627 Harvest Dinner with the Pilgrims is as close as you can get to the real thing. Costumed interpreters portraying 17th-century colonists serve abundant helpings of “sallet” of fresh greens, lightly sauced turkey, sweet corn pudding, stewed “pompion” (pumpkin), and even a rustic dessert of cheesecake. Come the day after Thanksgiving for the “Eat like a Pilgrim” menu, which includes turkey, pumpkin, and Indian pudding.

The Plimoth Plantation experience is not complete without a detour to the downtown waterfront to visit Plymouth Rock and Mayflower II, a 106-foot-long replica that looks startlingly small when compared with modern-day liners that cross the Atlantic in a week’s time. The rough voyage of the 102 Pilgrims (with their livestock and worldly goods) took some 66 tempestuous days.

As important to New England history as the Pilgrims themselves is the area’s role in the whaling trade. Whaling peaked in the 19th century, when the seaport of New Bedford—a 45-minute drive southwest of Plymouth—sent more sailors a-whaling than all other American ports combined. The galleries at the New Bedford Whaling Museum preserve a wide variety of artifacts, including scrimshaw, carved figureheads, marine paintings, navigation instruments, and harpoons, as well as an 89-foot half-scale model of the fully rigged whaling bark Lagoda, built in 1826, and Kobo, a 66-foot skeleton of a juvenile blue whale.

WHERE: 40 miles southeast of Boston. Tel 800-262-9356 or 508-746-1622; www.plimoth.org. Cost: plantation admission $28; dinner from $18. When: closed Mon after Thanksgiving to late Mar. NEW BEDFORD WHALING MUSEUM: Tel 508-997-0046; www.whalingmuseum.org. BEST TIMES: in Plymouth, Thanksgiving Day for Victorian dinner; selected dates in Oct and Nov for 1627 dinner; day after Thanksgiving for Eat like a Pilgrim. In New Bedford, Jan 3 for marathon reading of Moby-Dick at Seaman’s Bethel (chapel), across the street from the whaling museum.

Casting a Spell with Art and History

SALEM

Massachusetts

Salem has enough attractions and diversions for two cities—one obsessed with witches and Halloween, the other with history, art, and architecture. The city is best known for the infamous witch trials of 1692, a dark episode that saw innocent people imprisoned and executed as an atmosphere of intolerance gripped a community (whose name, ironically, is derived from the Hebrew word for peace). A century later, the newly independent U.S. plunged into “the China trade,” as the hugely lucrative commerce with Asia was known, and Salem attained unprecedented heights of prosperity.

The Peabody Essex Museum captures both eras and much more. The oldest continuously operating museum in the country (since 1799), the Peabody Essex houses more than two million objects from around the world, including one of the best Asian art collections in North America. It also owns two dozen historic houses, the best known of which is Yin Yu Tang, the only complete Qing Dynasty house outside China. Imported from Anhui province, the house is ornately decorated inside and out, and is well worth a separate in-depth visit.

The rambling House of the Seven Gables, the inspiration and setting for Salem native Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel of the same name, is a wooden waterfront mansion built in 1668 (and extensively restored in 1910) that was home to the author’s cousin. A guided tour takes visitors up the secret staircase mentioned in the book and acquaints visitors with Hawthorne’s life and work; he was living in Salem when he reputedly found the embroidered “A” that inspired his novel The Scarlet Letter.

The Salem Witch Museum recounts the witch hysteria that originated in nearby Danvers with a couple of young girls with active imaginations during the long New England winter, and soon escalated into trials of adults accused of witchcraft on the flimsiest of pretexts. In the summer of 1692, a Salem court convicted 27 people, and 20 were put to death (19 of them hanged); countless others were thrown in gaol (jail) indefinitely. The museum puts this cautionary tale in context. Like most other Salem attractions, it keeps extended hours in October, when Salem throws a monthlong party to celebrate Halloween.
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A statue of Roger Conant, the founder of Salem, stands outside the Salem Witch Museum.

Keep in line with the town’s ubiquitous theme and dine at Strega (Italian for “witch”), a dramatic space in a former warehouse that serves an array of “Strega plates” (like Spanish tapas) or pasta dishes and entrées. A more casual dining option is the summertime-only Rockmore, bobbing on a float in Salem Harbor off Marblehead. It’s an unbeatable location for seafood and fries while enjoying a bewitching sunset. Hang your hat at the historic Hawthorne Hotel, which joins several attractive buildings surrounding the handsome Salem Common and is the classiest choice in town.

Salem and neighboring Marblehead were once part of the same town. Today Marblehead, the self-appointed “Yachting Capital of America,” is both a prosperous suburb and an antique seaport (and one of many locales that claim to be the birthplace of the American Navy). The tumble of narrow streets of historic Old Town is virtually an open-air museum of architecture; plaques on many houses give the name and occupation of the original owner and the date of construction, often predating the American Revolution. Many of them house artful shops, bakeries, quaint eateries, and specialty stores. The gracious Harbor Light Inn is a romantic choice of 21 rooms tastefullyy furnished in unfussy Federalist style, with the welcome surprise of a quiet garden patio and heated outdoor pool.

WHERE: 15 miles northeast of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 877-SALEM-MA or 978-744-3663; www.salem.org. PEABODY ESSEX MUSEUM: Tel 866-745-1976 or 978-745-9500; www.pem.org. HOUSE OF THE SEVEN GABLES: Tel 978-744-0991; www.7gables.org. SALEM WITCH MUSEUM: Tel 978-744-1692; www.salemwitchmuseum.com. STREGA: Tel 978-741-0004; www.stregasalem.com. Cost: dinner $28. ROCKMORE FLOATING RESTAURANT: Tel 978-740-1001; www.rock more.com. Cost: dinner $30. HAWTHORNE HOTEL: Tel 800-729-7829 or 978-744-4080; www.hawthornehotel.com. Cost: from $114. HARBOR LIGHT INN: Marblehead. Tel 781-631-2186; www.harborlightinn.com. Cost: from $145. BEST TIMES: late July for Marblehead Race Week; early Sept for the Labor Day Regatta; Oct for Halloween in Salem (www.hauntedhappenings.org), when the city pulls out all the stops.

Oldies but Goodies

BRIMFIELD AND STURBRIDGE

Massachusetts

The country’s largest and best-known antiques market teems with more than 6,000 dealers and some 130,000 visitors, who come to forage through history’s marketplace. Materializing in central Massachusetts three times a year and lasting less than a week, the Brimfield Outdoor Antiques Show occupies a 1-mile stretch of Route 20. More than 120 acres are blanketed in tents and thronging with sellers and buyers. Dealers come from all over the country, their choicest pieces in tow, to haggle with the decorators, designers, and merchants who descend in convoys of rental trucks and SUVs, ready for a major haul. They’re not fooling around, either, and neither are the legions of amateurs who arrive as early as 4:30 A.M. on opening day (Tuesday), loaded for bear.

Each field keeps its own schedule, but many dealers are open for business between dawn and dusk throughout the show’s six days. By the weekend, the prime merchandise has been snapped up, leaving casual customers to wander through the remaining unwantables, seeking the off treasure among the trinkets. Latecomers to “the Brimfield fleas” can take advantage of slashed prices on items the sellers don’t want to haul back home, so everybody wins. Bring cash or an ATM card, wear your most comfortable shoes, and remember this insider’s tip: It almost always rains during the May show.

It’s just 6 miles from here to nearby Sturbridge, where the main attraction is also a remarkable collection of antiques—and the buildings that house them. The largest living history museum in the Northeast, Old Sturbridge Village is a re-creation of a rural New England 1830s community, arranged on 200 pastoral acres. Its 40 period buildings—the earliest dating to 1704—were transported from all over New England in the mid-1940s and reassembled and restored here. The community captures a transitional period in American history—the sawmill uses technology patented in 1830—in an interactive way that’s especially appealing to children. Costumed guides bring alive everyday life that evolved around the small school, cider mill, tavern, store, and more, as well as homes furnished in period style, and a working farm and herb garden. The “residents” demonstrate their trades and crafts, from black smithing to cooking, and the village, open year-round, celebrates various holidays as well as the changing of seasons, while engaging visitors in the experience of sheep shearing and harvesting.
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Enjoy a ride in a horse-drawn sleigh in Sturbridge.

WHERE: Brimfield is 64 miles west of Boston. BRIMFIELD OUTDOOR ANTIQUES SHOW: Tel 413-283-2418; www.quaboag.com. When: 3 shows (Tues–Sun) yearly, beginning 2nd Tues in May, 1st Tues after July 4th, 2nd Tues in Sept. OLD STURBRIDGE VILLAGE: Tel 800-SEE-1830 or 508-347-3362; www.osv.org. When: daily, Apr–Oct; closed Mon–Tues, Nov–Mar. WHERE TO STAY: Publick House, Sturbridge, tel 800-782-5425 or 508-347-3313; www.publick house.com. Cost: from $89. BEST TIMES: Apr for Barnyard Babies activities; early July for Independence Day events; Dec for Sturbridge Christmas celebrations.

A Road Trip Filled with History and Culture

ALONG THE MOHAWK TRAIL

Williamstown and Deerfield, Massachusetts

Tucked into the rural corner shared by Massachusetts, Vermont, and New York, Williamstown rises to its self-appointed moniker of “The Village Beautiful,” home to prestigious Williams College and a lively cultural scene that belies its isolated location. The picturesque town’s signature event is the Williamstown Theatre Festival, where big names from Broadway and Hollywood as well as up-and-comers appear in revivals and contemporary works. Add to that workshops, talks, late-night cabaret, and other events, including free shows and children’s activities, and you have a jam-packed schedule that includes some 200 performances each summer. Founded in 1954, the festival has launched the careers of such actors as Christopher Reeve, Kate Hudson, and Gwyneth Paltrow.

Afternoons can be spent at the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute (“the Clark”) among its works by Renoir, Gauguin, Degas, and Toulouse-Lautrec as well as silver, porcelain, and furniture. The Williams College Museum of Art may pale by comparison, but it’s a noteworthy museum with collections of American art from the late 18th century to the present, proudly highlighted with works by Picasso, Warhol, and Hopper.

Williamstown is a gateway to a plethora of outdoor activities. Follow the 8-mile drive almost to the top of 3,491-foot Mount Greylock, the state’s highest peak and the anchor of Massachusetts’ first state park. The 1896 House Country Inn sits in the mountain’s shadow on a 17-acre estate dotted with Adirondack chairs, where guests can sit and take in the view of the lush countryside. The six B&B suites found in the renovated barn are lavishly decorated in the style of six distinct eras, such as the oft-requested Victorian suite. The Orchards Hotel, designed to evoke an English country estate, encloses a serene courtyard and gardens, overlooked by the interior rooms; units that face out have views of the mountains.

Williamstown is the western terminus of the Mohawk Trail (Route 2), which extends 63 miles east to the Connecticut River and the town of Millers Falls. Originally an ancient footpath worn by Native Americans, the trail was the main route connecting the British colonists in Boston and the Dutch in Albany. First paved in 1914, it’s the only active motor road in the country that predates World War I and was the first scenic road heralded to promote tourism. The narrow road twists and turns through gorgeous scenery and appealing towns such as North Adams (see p. 63), at other times encouraging motorists to take detours, such as the turnoff that leads to Shelburne Falls. Abuzz with creative energy thanks to a recent influx of craftspeople, galleries, shops, and eateries, this Victorian village is most known for its pedestrian Bridge of Flowers across the Deerfield River. The local women’s club maintains the gardens on the bridge, keeping them festooned with plants that bloom from early spring through late fall.

Deerfield, settled in 1669 and perhaps best known as the target of an Indian raid in 1704, is a unique destination even in history-soaked Massachusetts. On the mile-long tree-shaded main street are 13 antique houses and a contemporary building that make up an engaging museum complex. Escaping the feel of a theme park, it preserves the town’s architectural history as well as the history of American decorative arts—furniture, silver, glass, ceramics, and textiles.

Welcoming guests from its central location since it opened in 1884, the classic Deerfield Inn has a landmark front porch and the obligatory resident ghost. The decor includes an extensive collection of Colonial decorative arts. Beautiful countryside continues south of Deerfield, where the Connecticut River flows into the Pioneer Valley and an area called the Five Colleges for the mostly private institutions of higher learning clustered here: Amherst, Hampshire, Mount Holyoke, Smith, and UMass Amherst. Summers are quiet, but when school is back in session, the area is virtually buzzing with activity, both campus-related and otherwise.

WHERE: 131 miles northwest of Boston. Williamstown visitor info: Tel 800-214-3799 or 413-458-9077; www.williamstown chamber.com. MOHAWK TRAIL: Tel 413-743-8127; www.mohawktrail.com. WILLIAMSTOWN THEATRE FESTIVAL: Tel 413-597-3400; www.wtfestival.org. When: July–Aug. THE CLARK: Williamstown. Tel 413-458-2303; www.clarkart.edu. When: daily, July–Aug; closed Mon, Sept–June. WILLIAMS COLLEGE MUSEUM: Williamstown. Tel 413-597-2429; www.wcma .org. When: closed Mon. MOUNT GREYLOCK: Lanesborough. Tel 413-499-4262; www.mass.gov/dcr/parks/mtgreylock. 1896 HOUSE COUNTRY INN: Williamstown. Tel 888-999-1896 or 413-458-1896; www.1896house.com. Cost: from $79 (off-peak), from $137 (peak). ORCHARDS HOTEL: Williamstown. Tel 800-225-1517 or 413-458-9611; www.orchards hotel.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $205 (peak). HISTORIC DEERFIELD: Tel 413-774-5581; www.historic-deerfield.org. DEERFIELD INN: Deerfield. Tel 800-926-3865 or 413-774-5587; www.deerfieldinn.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak), from $226 (peak). BEST TIMES: July–Aug for Williamstown Theatre Festival; late June and late Sept for Old Deerfield Craft Fair (www.deerfield-craft.org); mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.

A Delicious Tradition Carries On

MAPLE COUNTRY

Bethlehem and Sugar Hill, New Hampshire

A sure sign of the coming of spring in New England is the ritual of turning maple sap into syrup. The process, known as “sugaring off,” involves tapping the tree trunks, collecting the sap, boiling most of the water out, and (this part is optional) devouring a stack of pancakes doused in the thick amber syrup.

Head for The Rocks Estate, a nonprofit conservation education center in Bethlehem, to experience sugaring off firsthand. During the Maple Sugar Festival, visitors take a horse-drawn wagon around the estate’s 1,400 acres, learn to drill and tap a maple, observe a working sugarhouse, and, finally, make their own syrup (it takes 40 gallons of sap to produce 1 gallon of syrup). Perfect conditions for good sap production (cold nights and sunny days) dictate the timing of the sugaring-off season. Since spring weather also guarantees abundant mud, pack boots that can get down and dirty.

Although it doesn’t open until the sugaring season ends, Polly’s Pancake Parlor in Sugar Hill reputedly serves the best flapjacks in the country—that’s right, the country. Originally opened in 1938, Polly’s offers plain, whole wheat, cornmeal, buckwheat, or oatmeal-buttermilk pancakes that can be customized by adding everything from nuts to blueberries to coconut—with plenty of maple syrup to go on top. If you need to lie down after all that, head to the Sugar Hill Inn, a cozy 1789 farmhouse retreat with a generous porch and old, tilting pine floors, in nearby Franconia. The current innkeepers, a gourmet chef and a massage therapist, have created a delightful blend of a rustic hillside setting, top-notch dining, and relaxing spa offerings. Dinner is served by candlelight and, in winter, in front of the fireplace.

In December, Bethlehem honors its name with a holiday festival and craft fair, and The Rocks offers Christmas tree harvesting. Families come from great distances to pick out a tree and enjoy a wagon ride around the property, picture-perfect with its snow-covered stone walls and old buildings hung with wreaths.

WHERE: Sugar Hill is 106 miles northwest of Boston. When: Sugaring off is generally mid-Feb–Apr. Maple Hotline: Tel 603-225-3757. THE ROCKS: Bethlehem. Tel 800-639-5373 or 603-444-6228; www.therocks.org. POLLY’S: Sugar Hill. Tel 800-432-8972 or 603-823-5575; www.pollyspancakeparlor.com. Cost: breakfast $10. SUGAR HILL INN: Franconia. Tel 800-548-4748 or 603-823-5621; www.sugarhillinn.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $250 (peak); dinner $55. BEST TIMES: mid-Feb–Apr for sugaring off; Mar weekends for Maple Sugar Time at The Rocks; late Nov–Dec for tree harvesting at The Rocks; early Dec for Christmas festival in Bethlehem.

Glimpses of a Lost World

CANTERBURY SHAKER VILLAGE

Canterbury, New Hampshire

For two centuries beginning in 1792, the Shakers made their own world in the wilderness of New Hampshire. A religious sect founded in England in 1747, the Shakers created a communal utopian society that espoused equality of the sexes and races, pacifism, and, above all, simple living. Perhaps best known for their furniture, baskets, and boxes, the Shakers were also known for hard work and ingenious inventions (like the clothespin).
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A straw-broom maker at Shaker Village.

The Canterbury community numbered as many as 300 in the late 19th century. In 1969, the remaining sisters founded this fascinating 694-acre indoor/outdoor museum, and their spirit survives today. Considered one of the best preserved of the Shaker communities that dotted the East from Maine to Kentucky in the 19th century, the village, a National Historic Landmark, incorporates 25 original structures. You can tour the buildings and grounds, participate in agricultural and craft activities and demonstrations, and wander nature trails that are especially beautiful during foliage season. The museum features excellent shopping for organic produce and specialty food items as well as furniture and handicrafts. The Shaker Table is a full restaurant with a patio and a menu emphasizing local produce. On Fridays and Saturdays in season, four-course candlelight dinners made from Shaker recipes are followed by a candlelight tour of the village. The village is connected to lovely countryside by way of the 12-mile Canterbury Shaker Village Byway, one of 16 designated scenic roadways in the state.

In 1923, Canterbury took in the last members of the sister community in Enfield, which had been established 50 miles away in 1793. That village is now the Enfield Shaker Museum, which centers on the Great Stone Dwelling, a dramatic six-story granite structure built in 1841. The self-guided walking tour takes in 9 of the 13 surviving buildings on the 28-acre property as well as the gardens, exhibits, and demonstrations of crafts.

WHERE: 80 miles northwest of Boston. Tel 603-783-9511; www.shakers.org. When: closed Nov–mid-May. Byway info: www.byways.org. ENFIELD SHAKER MUSEUM: Tel 603-632-4346; www.shakermuseum.org. BEST TIMES: at Canterbury, late May for Herb & Garden Day; early July for Lavender Days; late Sept or early Oct for Harvest Days.

Roads Taken and Not Taken

THE ROBERT FROST TRAIL

Derry and Franconia, New Hampshire

More than four decades after his death, Robert Frost endures, not just in anthologies and textbooks but in our collective memory. No one who has seen the Kennedy inauguration will forget 88-year-old Frost reciting “The Gift Outright.” A four-time Pulitzer Prize winner, Frost was the most popular American poet of the 20th century and was long considered the country’s unofficial poet laureate.

As a New Hampshire resident, Frost was part of a rich literary tradition that encompasses such diverse talents as Nathaniel Hawthorne, E. E. Cummings, and Dr. Seuss. Drawing inspiration from his surroundings and giving voice to his sensitivity to the land, the seasons, and the everyday details of life, Frost came into his own as a poet during his time in the Granite State. “It’s … restful just to think about New Hampshire,” he wrote. Visiting his simple homes allows a glimpse of Frost as a young farmer in Derry, and as a newly successful author who treasured his property in Franconia.

The Robert Frost Farm in Derry is an 1884 farmhouse purchased by Frost’s grandfather and home to the poet and his family from 1900 to 1911. The farm had become an auto junkyard by the 1950s, and was bought by the state in 1964. The renovated farmhouse, with simple furnishings chosen under the supervision of Frost’s daughter Lesley, opened to the public in 1975.

The Frost family resided at the 19th-century home now known as the Frost Place, in Franconia, from 1915 to 1920 and summered there through 1938. Sixteen plaques mounted with Frost’s poems dot the half-mile Poetry Nature Trail, perhaps the most famous being “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” Even at the height of summer, its hypnotic rhythm and the resonance of its final line (“And miles to go before I sleep”) evoke the New Hampshire winter.

WHERE: Derry is 44 miles northwest of Boston. ROBERT FROST FARM: Tel 603-432-3091; www.robertfrostfarm.org. When: grounds open year-round; buildings closed early Oct–early May. FROST PLACE: Tel 603-823-5510; www.frostplace.org. When: closed mid-Oct–late May. BEST TIMES: Sun in summer for readings or lectures at the Robert Frost Farm; early July for Robert Frost Day at Frost Place.

Luxury in the Heart of the Mountain Wilderness

THE GREAT NORTH WOODS

Dixville Notch and Whitefield, New Hampshire

Blankets of trees, picturesque lakes, and meandering streams envelope the northernmost part of New Hampshire—an area owned largely by lumber and paper companies. People are few and far between in these parts, though free-roaming moose are a common sight. As the name suggests, a cruise down the scenic 98-mile Moose Path Trail offers excellent opportunities for wildlife sightings. (Use caution as you drive around moose country: A collision between a vehicle and one of the enormous animals can have dire consequences.) The trail runs from Gorham to Pittsburg, taking motorists through Dixville Notch into serene wilderness, where spots for camping, fishing, rafting, and hiking abound.
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Cruise the shoreline of Lake Gloriette at The Balsams.

Nestled in an isolated mountain pass 16 miles south of the Canadian border is The Balsams, a magnificent, old-fashioned resort. The rambling hotel opened in 1866 and has expanded over the years to include 202 guest rooms and an astounding variety of recreational options. Donald Ross designed the challenging 18-hole Panorama golf course that spreads over Keazer Mountain—it is regularly rated one of the finest in New Hampshire. The resort also boasts a 9-hole executive course and a top-notch golf school. As an alternative to golf, visitors can swim in the heated outdoor pool, play tennis, mountain bike, fish, and boat on the resort’s tranquil Lake Gloriette. Sixteen alpine runs and 59 miles of Nordic trails draw winter guests for skiing, snowboarding, and snowshoeing—ice-skating is available too. Relaxing with the family on the veranda or in front of a fire is popular, and three-generation vacations aren’t unusual here. Dinner is a festive, dress-up affair (jackets for men are a must).

Hidden in the small town of Whitefield is yet another landmark hotel, the Mountain View Grand Resort & Spa. Reopened recently after a top-to-toe renovation, it now features a luxurious spa and a state-of-the-art fitness center, but simple pleasure is the breathtaking view of the White Mountains from its enormous front porch. Whitefield’s other claim to fame is Grandma’s Kitchen, a beloved oldtimey diner that serves breakfast all day long—and considers pie a breakfast dish.

WHERE: Dixville Notch is 210 miles north of Boston. White Mountain visitor info: Tel 800-992-7480 or 603-752-6060; www.northernwhitemtnchamber.org. THE BALSAMS: Tel 800-255-0600; www.thebalsams.com. Cost: from $174 per person. MOUNTAIN VIEW GRAND: Tel 866-484-3843 or 603-837-2100; www.mountainviewgrand.com. Cost: from $139 (off-peak), from $209 (peak). GRANDMA’S KITCHEN: Tel 603-837-2525. Cost: breakfast $8. BEST TIMES: late Aug for the North Country Moose Festival in Colebrook and Pittsburg; mid-Sept–late Oct for foliage; late Dec for Christmas Celebration and New Year’s Eve Blast at The Balsams.

An Iconic College Town

HANOVER

New Hampshire

Imagine an Ivy League school: In your mind’s eye, students stroll between stately brick buildings, crossing great lawns of emerald green grass, brilliant autumn leaves, or crystalline snow. That’s Dartmouth College. Founded in 1769, the college—actually a university, with several prestigious graduate schools—has educated politicians such as Daniel Webster (class of 1801) and Nelson Rockefeller (a 1930 graduate), and such literary lights as Dr. Seuss (Theodor Geisel, class of 1925) and Robert Frost (see p. 71), who lasted less than a semester with the class of 1896. Dartmouth is the heart of Hanover, and it isn’t just an intellectual center; it also dominates the area’s cultural and recreational life.

The college’s Hopkins Center for the Arts, known as “the Hop,” presents performances of every description in a building designed by architect Wallace Harrison, and the Hood Museum of Art, which dates to 1772, is one of the nation’s oldest and largest college museums. For outdoor pursuits, the Dartmouth Outing Club maintains more than 70 miles of the Appalachian Trail, which runs right across the campus, and the best-known event on the college calendar is the world-famous Dartmouth Winter Carnival, an enormous festival (outdoors and in) that originated in 1911 as a weekend of ski races.

Hanover’s Main Street is home to Lou’s, a diner known since 1947 for bounteous breakfasts, homemade pies, and outstanding hamburgers. For less casual dining, visit the town’s primo choice to hang your hat, the Hanover Inn. Originally a tavern, the 1780 inn exudes an old-world refinement that extends to their restaurant Zin’s, whose menu relies on local and seasonal produce. There’s also breakfast in the elegant Daniel Webster room and a lovely terrace where you can enjoy a drink al fresco.

Nearby, the artists colony of Cornish (long the home of reclusive author J. D. Salinger) is where the famed 19th- and 20th-century sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens lived and worked. His property is now a lovely National Historic Site, where you can explore the grounds as well as his house and studios.

WHERE: 125 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 603-643-3115; www.hanover chamber.org. DARTMOUTH COLLEGE: www.dartmouth.edu. HOPKINS CENTER: Tel 603-646-2422; hop.dartmouth.edu. HOOD MUSEUM: Tel 603-646-2808; www.hood museum.dartmouth.edu. LOU’S: Tel 603-643-3321. Cost: breakfast $7. HANOVER INN: Tel 800-443-7024 or 603-643-4300; www.hanoverinn.com. Cost: from $269; dinner at Zin’s, $28. SAINT-GAUDENS NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE: Cornish. Tel 603-675-2175; www.nps.gov/saga. When: exhibits closed (grounds open) Nov–late May. BEST TIMES: mid-Feb for Dartmouth Winter Carnival; late Sept–late Oct for gorgeous foliage.

An Honest-to-Goodness Winter Wonderland

JACKSON

New Hampshire

The mountain village of Jackson, with its lovely waterfall, swimming hole, and red covered bridge gained fame in the 19th century as a warm-weather destination, at a high enough elevation to provide relief from the summer heat of the urban Northeast, notably Boston. These days, the village is a year-round destination, renowned as home to one of the best cross-country skiing facilities in the country, the Jackson Ski Touring Foundation. The foundation maintains more than 98 miles of winding trails designed to accommodate all ability levels. The trail system connects to the downhill ski areas at Wildcat and Black Mountain, New Hampshire’s oldest ski resort. In summer, a gondola takes visitors to Wildcat’s summit, where there’s a viewing platform and hiking trail. During foliage season, the citizens of Jackson get into the Halloween spirit, arranging scores of “Pumpkin People”—scarecrow-like dolls with pumpkin heads—in spots expected and not, all around town.

The foundation’s trail system links to a number of gorgeous lodgings. The Inn at Thorn Hill, designed by the legendary architect Stanford White in 1895 and rebuilt after a recent fire, is poised on a hill just outside the village. Guests enjoy elaborate and comfortable rooms (many with fireplaces) and a full-service spa, while the dining room, open to non-guests as well, draws high praise for its seasonal fusion cuisine and award-winning wine list. The larger Wentworth Resort Hotel is the descendant of a sprawling grand hotel that operated from 1869 to the mid-1980s. Saved from demolition and trimmed down to 76 rooms, it retains its Victorian atmosphere, with turrets and an awning-shaded porch replete with rocking chairs. The decor is suitably elaborate—some rooms have four-poster beds, Jacuzzis, and gas fireplaces—and the expansive grounds feature a scenic 18-hole golf course, the Wentworth.

WHERE: 140 miles north of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-866-3334 or 603-383-9356; www.jacksonnh.com. JACKSON SKI TOURING FOUNDATION: Tel 800-927-6697 or 603-383-9355; www.jacksonxc.org. When: Nov–Apr. WILDCAT MOUNTAIN: Pinkham Notch. Tel 888-SKI-WILD or 603-466-3326; www.skiwildcat.com. Cost: lift tickets $65. When: Nov–Apr. BLACK MOUNTAIN SKI AREA: Tel 800-698-4490 or 603-383-4490; www.blackmt.com. Cost: lift tickets from $39. When: Nov–Apr. INN AT THORN HILL: Tel 800-289-8990 or 603-383-4242; www.innatthornhill.com. Cost: from $289 (off-peak), from $400 (peak), includes breakfast, afternoon tea, and dinner; dinner for non-guests $45. WENTWORTH RESORT HOTEL: Tel 800-637-0013 or 603-383-9700; www.thewentworth.com. Cost: from $79 (off-peak), from $129 (peak). BEST TIMES: late Jan for New Hampshire Snow Sculpting Competition; Jan–Feb for best skiing conditions; early Mar for Winter Carnival events at Wildcat Mountain and throughout the area; Oct for Pumpkin People events.

Summer Playgrounds and Golden Ponds

THE LAKES REGION

Lake Winnipesaukee and Environs, New Hampshire

The Lakes Region has the potential to be all things to all people. Rural villages, rustic summer colonies, elaborate “cottages,” and family-friendly motels dot the shores of its 273 lakes and ponds, popular spots for swimming, boating, and fishing. At 72 square miles, Lake Winnipesaukee (“Smiling Waters”) is the largest lake in New Hampshire. Drive around it on the very scenic 97-mile Lakes Region Tour, or explore it by boat. A popular option is the 230-foot Mount Washington, which offers cruises from Weirs Beach that will take you by hidden coves and around the many islands that dot these shimmering waters en route to various lakeside towns.

With a local croquet club and distinguished lakeside homes, the elegant village of Wolfeboro on Winnipesaukee’s eastern shore claims to be America’s oldest summer resort. Meredith is also a lovely town in a gorgeous spot between Lakes Winnipesaukee and Waukewan. Check into the historic Inns & Spa at Mill Falls there. Centered on a renovated textile mill and a former church, the waterside complex offers four lodging options, plus lots of interesting shops and small restaurants.
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Lake Winnipesaukee has a total shoreline of about 288 miles.

If Lake Winnipesaukee seems too bustling, consider quiet Squam Lake. (You might recognize it from the film On Golden Pond.) It’s a Yankee summer colony with an exclusive air, and if you haven’t inherited one of the homes on the privately owned lakefront, you can explore the lake by canoe, kayak, or a boat tour. Book a stay at one of the handful of lodgings with lake access. The Manor on Golden Pond, a lakefront property with an English-style manor house built in the early 20th century, offers romantic rooms and cottages with fireplaces and dramatic views. The “dressy casual” dining room is one of the best in the area, and, in wintertime, the manor’s cozy nooks invite an afternoon of reading while sipping late-afternoon tea served on bone china.

The Lakes Region isn’t all scenery and serenity—any popular summer destination promises a boardwalk, ice-cream parlors, and the chance to pick up a tattoo. Weirs Beach on the western shore of Winnipesaukee fills that role with a public beach, water slides, miniature golf, souvenir shops, and one of the largest video arcades in the country. Gentrified it’s not, which is precisely what keeps many families returning for its fun, Coney Island appeal. The nearby city of Laconia is famous for its rowdy nine-day motorcycle rally held every June since 1939 and drawing more than 300,000 bikers and fans from all over the country.

WHERE: Wolfeboro is 100 miles north of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-605-2537 or 603-286-8008; www.lakesregion.org. MOUNT WASHINGTON CRUISES: Tel 888-843-6686 or 603-366-5531; www.cruisenh.com. When: late May–Oct. INNS & SPA AT MILL FALLS: Meredith. Tel 800-622-6455 or 603-279-7006; www.millfalls.com. Cost: from $109 (off-peak), from $199 (peak). MANOR ON GOLDEN POND: Holderness. Tel 800-545-2141 or 603-968-3348; www.manorongoldenpond.com. Cost: from $210 (off-peak), from $255 (peak). BEST TIMES: mid-June for Laconia Motorcycle Week (www.laconiamcweek.com); late July for Antique & Classic Boat Show in Meredith; late Sept–late Oct for foliage.

A Creative Presence Enhances an Old Mill Town

THE CURRIER MUSEUM

Manchester, New Hampshire

The industrial city of Manchester conceals an unexpected but delightful surprise: one of the best small art museums in New England. The Currier Museum of Art, named for its founder, New Hampshire governor Moody Currier, not only houses impressive American and European collections, but also includes among its holdings an off-site Frank Lloyd Wright house.

The Currier’s elegant main building, opened in 1929 and designed to resemble an Italian palazzo, houses a formidable collection that includes works by Degas, Hopper, Monet, O’Keeffe, Picasso, Rothko, and longtime New Hampshire resident Maxfield Parrish.

The museum’s most distinctive holding is the 1950 Zimmerman House, one of five homes in New England designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and the only one open to visitors. The redbrick structure contains original furnishings (Wright designed everything from the couch to the tablecloth and the family mailbox, a miniature model of the house itself) as well as the owners’ art collection.
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Founder Moody Currier hoped the museum would “elevate the quality of life in New Hampshire.”

The Currier is one of the institutions helping Manchester to shake off the “struggling industrial city” label. Water-powered mills operated here as long ago as the 18th century, and the city rose to prominence along with the textile industry in the 19th century. In 1838 the Amoskeag Manufacturing Company opened 64 mills, making it the largest cotton-milling business in the world and attracting job seekers from Canada, Ireland, and countries all over Europe, creating cultural diversity that endures to this day.

During the 20th century, as mills across New England fell into disuse, the cities whose economies depended on them met a similar fate. But today Manchester is on the rise again. Many of the brick mill buildings that line the banks of the Merrimack River have been renovated into office, laboratory, and restaurant spaces, and the city takes pride in its high-tech businesses and the ongoing development of the downtown area.

WHERE: 53 miles northwest of Boston. Tel 603-669-6144; www.currier.org. Manchester visitor info: Tel 603-666-6600; www.manchesterchamber.org. WHEN: museum closed Tues; Zimmerman House closed Tues–Wed and early Jan–late Mar.

“The Quiet Corner” Brims with Currier & Ives Moments

THE MONADNOCK REGION

New Hampshire

Picturesque villages and dramatic physical features tied together by country roads make up New Hampshire’s southwestern corner. The imposing 3,165-foot Mount Monadnock looms over it all, as America’s most climbed mountain. Many of its 40 miles of trails lead to its summit, where a lack of vegetation—due to brush-clearing fires set in the 19th century—means dramatic views in every direction.

Gain access to the mountain through Monadnock State Park, just east of the lovely village of Jaffrey Center. At the base of the mountain is the Grand View Inn, an imposing white mansion built in the late 1700s and now the centerpiece of a 330-acre estate. The luxurious accommodations include tastefully decorated guest rooms (some with fireplaces), an outdoor pool, an equestrian center, a full-service day spa housed in a former barn, and Churchill’s, a highly regarded restaurant, which serves up delicious meals featuring fresh local produce.

The memorable town of Walpole is the home of L. A. Burdick Handmade Chocolates, whose café serves delectable sweets and beverages; their full-service restaurant, known for its French cuisine, is reason enough to visit the town. The Walpole Inn is a picture-perfect Colonial inn built by one of the town’s founders in the 1760s. Its comfortable rooms are decorated with refreshingly modern, soothing pastels, rather than the riotous florals so common in B&Bs, while the dining room serves New England fare with innovative accents. Leaving Walpole, head north toward Claremont on Route 12, part of the Connecticut River Scenic Byway: one of the most beautiful drives in New England.

One of the best known towns in the Monadnock region is Peterborough, home of the noted MacDowell Colony since 1907. As a fellow at the multidisciplinary artists colony, playwright Thornton Wilder wrote Our Town here, basing Grover’s Corners on Peterborough. The intellectual center of the region, the town is home to art galleries and the well-known Toadstool Bookshop. The shop serves as an informal community hangout, as does the character-filled Peterborough Diner, a classic throwback to the ’40s, great for a grilled-cheese-with-bacon or Yankee pot roast.

The most urban community in the region is Keene, a commercial center for the adjacent areas of Vermont and Massachusetts as well as the Monadnock region, but it’s probably better known for repeatedly breaking its own world record for the most lit jack-o’-lanterns in one place—thanks to the efforts of the crowds at the annual Keene Pumpkin Festival. The current record of 28,952 was set in 2003.
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Monadnock originally comes from the Abnacki word for “mountain that stands alone.”

WHERE: Peterborough is 75 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 603-924-7234; www.greater-peterborough-chamber.com. MONADNOCK STATE PARK: Jaffrey. Tel 603-532-8862; www.nhstateparks.org. GRAND VIEW INN: Jaffrey. Tel 888-98-GRAND or 603-532-9880; www.thegrandviewinn.com. Cost: from $100; dinner $35. L. A. BURDICK: Walpole. Tel 603-756-2882 or 603-756-9058 (restaurant); www.burdickchocolate.com. Cost: lunch $20. WALPOLE INN: Tel 603-756-3320; www.walpoleinn.com. Cost: from $140; dinner $50. BYWAY INFO: www.byways.org. TOADSTOOL BOOKSHOP: Peterborough. Tel 603-924-3543; www.toadbooks.com. PETERBOROUGH DINER: Tel 603-924-6710; www.peterboroughdiner.com. Cost: dinner $15. BEST TIMES: July–Aug for Monadnock Music series at venues throughout the region (www.monadnockmusic.org); mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage; late Oct for Keene Pumpkin Festival.

Athletics and Aesthetics Meet at a Ski Mountain

LAKE SUNAPEE

Newbury, New Hampshire

In a state that offers every conceivable outdoor distraction, the Lake Sunapee area is one of New Hampshire’s prime playgrounds. Located on the periphery of New Hampshire’s Lakes Region (see p. 74), Sunapee boasts top-notch recreation opportunities year-round and is loved by boaters and boarders, skiers and swimmers. It is the centerpiece of Mount Sunapee State Park, a local favorite for fishing, sailing, canoeing, picnicking, and hiking. Tour boats ply the 9-mile-long lake in the summer and fall, and in summer Mount Sunapee State Beach is a popular swimming destination.

The Mount Sunapee ski area has more than 1,500 vertical feet of terrain, and the panoramic view from the summit takes in the lake and the White Mountain’s Presidential Range (see below). The Sunapee Express chairlift runs up the 2,743-foot peak in the warm weather months allowing visitors to enjoy the view year-round. Take in the vista then ride back down, or head down on foot or mountain bike. Below, the 25-mile Lake Sunapee Scenic Byway is an alluring alternative to I-89. Beginning just outside Bradford on Route 103, the byway links up with Route 11 on the west shore of the crystalline lake, where you can see the state’s only inland lighthouses.

For decades the League of New Hampshire Craftsmen’s Fair, the oldest in the country, has taken place in Newbury at the base of the mountain each August. Over the course of nine days, some 30,000 people come to meander about the 200-plus booths. The juried fair is one of the largest and most prestigious in New England, and folks come to learn as well as shop. The schedule includes numerous demonstrations and workshops on everything from glassblowing to basket weaving.

WHERE: 98 miles northwest of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 877-526-6575 or 603-526-6575; www.lakesunapeenh.org. PARK INFO: Tel 603-271-3556; www.nhstateparks.org. When: late May–Oct. MT. SUNAPEE SKI AREA: Tel 603-763-3500; www.mountsunapee.com. Cost: lift tickets from $64. When: Nov–Apr. BYWAY INFO: www.byways.org. CRAFTSMEN’S FAIR: Newbury. Tel 603-224-3375; www.nhcrafts.org. When: 9 days beginning 1st Sat in Aug. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for best skiing conditions; mid-Sept–Oct for foliage.

The High Point of the Northeast

THE WHITE MOUNTAINS

North Conway and Environs, New Hampshire

The White Mountains inspire superlatives: tallest, coldest, windiest. Their crowning glory—Mount Washington, at 6,288 feet—is the highest in the Northeast and the views from the top are breathtaking: You can see the Presidential Range, with nine peaks above 5,000 feet. (In addition to the scenery, this spot can offer some of the most severe weather conditions in the world.) Reach the summit by car on an 8-mile private road (the $20 admission includes a “This Car Climbed Mt. Washington” bumper sticker) or by train. In operation since 1869, the Mount Washington Cog Railway (the first such railway in the world) pushes cars up the mountain at a steep angle and in the winter transports skiers to trails that run parallel to the tracks. Another option, the Conway Scenic Railroad, operates beautiful restored vintage cars that run in a more horizontal fashion around the Mount Washington Valley and through the dramatic mountain gap, Crawford Notch.

The magnificent Mt. Washington Resort at Bretton Woods charms guests with its classic beauty redolent of another era. A sprawling white 1902 building with a cherry red roof anchors the 1,500-acre complex, which offers golf, tennis, and horseback riding, but is probably best known for its downhill and cross-country skiing—it now boasts Olympic medalist Bode Miller as its director of skiing.

Hundreds of picturesque driving and hiking routes, including the Appalachian Trail (see p. 332), crisscross the White Mountains. The only interstate highway runs north-south, so driving east-west means using smaller state roads, such as the Kancamagus Highway. As part of the 100-mile White Mountains Trail, the 34.5-mile section of Route 112 that connects Lincoln and Conway has been designated a National Scenic and Cultural Byway. The White Mountain National Forest, with its waterfalls and backcountry lakes, surround the twists and turns of the “Kanc,” which climbs to nearly 3,000 feet and offers numerous opportunities to pull off the road and take pictures.

The White Mountains also offer plenty of places for swimming and picnicking, among them Conway’s Echo Lake State Park; its 700-foot Cathedral Ledge is accessible by road and hiking trail and allows gorgeous views of the Saco River Valley below.

WHERE: 135 miles north of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 800-346-3687 or 603-745-8720; www.visitwhitemountains.com. MT. WASHINGTON ROAD: Tel 603-466-3988; www.mountwashingtonautoroad.com. When: closed mid-Oct–mid-May. COG RAILWAY: Tel 800-922-8825 or 603-278-5404; www.thecog.com. Cost: $59. When: closed late Oct–May. CONWAY SCENIC RAILROAD: Tel 800-232-5251 or 603-356-5251; www.conwayscenic.com. When: closed Jan–mid-Apr. MT. WASHINGTON RESORT: Tel 800-314-1752 or 603-278-1000; www.mtwashington.com. Cost: from $169 per person (off-peak), from $219 per person (peak). BYWAY INFO: www.byways.org. WHITE MOUNTAIN NATIONAL FOREST: Tel 603-528-8721; www.fs.fed.us/r9/forests/white_mountain. ECHO LAKE STATE PARK: Tel 603-356-2672; www.nhstateparks .org. When: closed mid-Sept–late May. BEST TIME: mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage and for drive up Mt. Washington.
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The White Mountains have four dozen 4,000-foot-plus peaks.

A Small Coastline with Big Attractions

PORTSMOUTH

New Hampshire

The can’t-miss stop on New Hampshire’s tiny seacoast is Portsmouth, on the Piscataqua River just inland from the Atlantic. A model New England harbor city, with a wealth of historic architecture, unique shops, cafés, and restaurants, Portsmouth isn’t just a tourist town—it’s a working port with a busy naval shipyard just across the river in neighboring Maine.

Portsmouth boasts a number of celebrated dining establishments that specialize in seafood. The sophisticated Pesce Blue serves an inventive Italian-influenced menu and has seasonal outdoor seating; the funkier, more casual Blue Mermaid satisfies the senses with Caribbean accents on the plate and in the dining room. Portsmouth’s downtown area is home to one of New England’s preeminent gourmet ice-cream purveyors, Annabelle’s, whose “red, white, and blueberry” has appeared on the 4th of July menu at the White House.

A good introduction to town is the Portsmouth Harbour Trail, a self-guided walking tour that takes in dozens of 18th- and 19th-century buildings as well as the waterfront, where you’ll find beautiful Prescott Park. The first English settlers arrived here in 1623 and named their community “Strawbery Banke,” after the fruit that grew along the river. It became Portsmouth in 1653 and quickly grew into a prominent industrial center. To explore Portsmouth’s history, head to the Strawbery Banke Museum, an extraordinary institution encompassing more than 40 historic buildings, some with period furnishings (the oldest structure dates to 1695), as well as a series of restored and re-created gardens.
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Portsmouth is home to the world’s oldest dry dock still in use.

The best-known boat excursions take in Portsmouth Harbor’s lighthouses and the Isles of Shoals, nine islands rich with historic associations. You can look for the buried treasure Blackbeard reportedly left behind here.

Just east of downtown, on New Castle Island at the mouth of the river, is the classic grand hotel, Wentworth by the Sea. A throwback to the era when the well-heeled moved their households to the seashore for the summer, the 1874 building gained fame as the location of the 1905 Russo-Japanese War peace talks, but fell into near ruin in the 1990s. Now completely refurbished, the elegant resort offers sweeping water views from private balconies in most of its rooms, plus a swanky spa. During high season, the bistro Latitudes serves both traditional and inventive cuisine with an accent on the sea’s bounty.

WHERE: 56 miles north of Boston. Visitor info: Tel 603-610-5510; www.portsmouth chamber.org. PESCE BLUE: Tel 603-430-7766; www.pesceblue.com. Cost: dinner $40. BLUE MERMAID: Tel 603-427-2583; www.bluemermaid.com. Cost: dinner $25. ANNABELLE’S ICE CREAM: Tel 603-436-3400; www.annabellesicecream.com. STRAWBERY BANKE MUSEUM: Tel 603-433-1100; www.strawberybanke.org. When: daily, May–Oct. ISLES OF SHOALS STEAMSHIP CO.: Tel 800-441-4620 or 603-431-5500; www.islesofshoals.com. When: mid-Apr–Sept. WENTWORTH BY THE SEA: New Castle. Tel 866-240-6313 or 603-422-7322; www.wentworth.com. Cost: from $189 (off-peak), from $299 (peak). BEST TIMES: late June–late Aug for Prescott Park Arts Festival (www.artfest.org); summer and fall for boat cruises.

Eleven Square Miles of Yankee Paradise

BLOCK ISLAND

Rhode Island

In winter, Block Island is a cold, windswept place, home to only about 900 hearty souls who hunker down and enjoy the solitude—which disappears almost entirely in summer, when up to 16,000 tourists arrive each weekend. But who can blame them for coming? This is, after all, a place the Nature Conservancy has called one of the “last great places in the Western Hemisphere,” an 11-square-mile gem that manages to contain more than 300 freshwater ponds, rolling green hills, and dramatic 250-foot bluffs that look as if they belong in Ireland.

Historic sites are conspicuously absent because Block Island has done a fair job of sidestepping history altogether. When Europeans first arrived in the early 17th century, it was inhabited by the Manissean Indians, and after the first English settlements were established, not much happened on the island for the next 200 years. Tourists began arriving in the 1870s (leading to a boom in the construction of huge Victorian hotels) and continued through the years of Prohibition, when the island, like the rest of Rhode Island, was a hotbed of rum-running and speakeasies.

Today, despite the island’s popularity with sophisticated New Englanders, it still manages to stay free of Martha’s Vineyard–style social fuss. Its residents—and its visitors—tend to be quiet, active, and protective of the natural beauty around them. Fully a third of the island is set aside as wildlife refuge, and more than 30 miles of hiking trails and gorgeous cliffside biking paths allow for motor-free sightseeing. The 11-mile Clay Head Trail skirts the island’s northwest coast from Clay Head Bluffs to Settler’s Rock, a stone memorial commemorating the first European settlers. Situated on the Atlantic flyway, it’s a favorite of bird-watchers during the fall migrations, when huge flocks representing more than 150 different species pass through. Down at the waterline, the island is ringed by some 17 miles of beach, while the Great Salt Pond on its western side serves as a protected harbor for hundreds of pleasure boats.
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The island is named after Dutch explorer Adriaen Block, who charted it in 1614.

Dubbed the “Bermuda of the North” during its Victorian-era heyday, the island still boasts a number of dignified, porch-fringed buildings that hark back to that quieter yesteryear. The Hotel Manisses is a big 1870s charmer that exudes traditional coziness and surprises with its standout restaurant. The breakfast layout is legendary at the hotel’s sister property, the nearby 1661 Inn. An intimate alternative is the 100-year-old Blue Dory Inn. Its 11 rooms are cozy and romantic, and the location, a few steps from the sea at the head of famous Crescent Beach, is perfect.

WHERE: 12 miles south of mainland Rhode Island. Visitor info: Tel 800-383-2474 or 401-466-2474; www.blockislandchamber.com. HOW: Ferries depart from Newport and Pt. Judith (Block Island Ferry, tel 866-783-7996 or 401-783-7996; www.blockislandferry.com); New London, CT (Block Island Express, tel 860-444-4624; www.goblockisland.com); and Montauk, NY (Viking Fleet, tel 631-668-5700; www.vikingfleet.com). When: All but the Pt. Judith ferry are seasonal. HOTEL MANISSES AND 1661 INN: Tel 800-626-4773 or 401-466-2421; www.blockislandresorts.com. Cost: Manisses from $75 (off-peak), from $210 (peak); 1661 Inn from $90 (off-peak), from $330 (peak); dinner at Manisses $40. When: Hotel Manisses, Apr–mid-Nov; 1661 Inn, year-round. BLUE DORY: Tel 800-992-7290 or 401-466-5891; www.blockislandinns.com. Cost: from $95 (off-peak), from $195 (peak). BEST TIMES: before or after the late May–early Sept peak period for fewer crowds; Aug for the nicest weather; Sept–Oct for bird-watching.

Jonnycakes for Everybody!

MAY BREAKFASTS

Rhode Island

In England they dance around a pole and in Germany they light bonfires, but only in Rhode Island is the old pagan holiday of May Day celebrated with a good hearty breakfast. The tradition, now known as May Breakfasts, began in the village of Oak Lawn in 1867, dreamed up as a fund-raiser for the Old Quaker Meeting House. The event attracted nearly 500 people and raised $155, and a bit of New England folk culture was born. Today close to 30 May Breakfasts are held each year around the state, attracting upward of 25,000 people. Most are local events held in churches, firehouses, service clubs, and community centers, serving variations on the traditional menu: eggs, bacon, ham, sausage, baked beans, home fries, muffins, maybe an oddity like french toast or quiche, plus a signature Rhode Island favorite known as a jonnycake—a hard cornmeal cake that was originally called a “journeycake” for its usefulness while traveling. Jonnycakes vary by locale: Some places make them thick and others thin; some serve them with syrup, while others use ketchup—a surprising amount of diversity, considering Rhode Island’s small size.

The original Oak Lawn event, sponsored by the Oak Lawn Community Baptist Church, is still going strong after almost 140 years, with volunteer servers dressing in traditional Quaker garb. The menu is the same as it was for the very first breakfast: all-you-can-eat scrambled eggs, ham, corn bread, clam cakes, and homemade apple pie. Like most other May Breakfasts, it’s cheap and casual—just show up, pay your $4 to $9, and start eatin’. A few variations on the traditional May Breakfast have popped up in recent years. At the Norman Bird Sanctuary in Middletown, for instance, the annual “Birds and Breakfast Sunday” gets you a guided bird walk to go with your vittles.

WHERE: various locations around Rhode Island. Click on Events Calendar on www.visitrhodeisland.com. OAK LAWN CHURCH: Cranston. Tel 401-944-0864. NORMAN BIRD SANCTUARY: Middletown. Tel 401-846-2577; www.normanbirdsanctuary.org. WHEN: generally the 1st weekend of the month, though some backslide into Apr and others slide into mid-May.

One Man’s Cottage, Another Man’s Castle

THE NEWPORT MANSIONS

Newport, Rhode Island

In the 19th century, wealthy, socially prominent families like the Vanderbilts and Astors descended on Newport to escape the cities’ stifling summer heat in their seaside “cottages.” But their definition of “cottage” was one only an aristocrat would understand. Built in the days before income taxes, antitrust laws, and other great levelers, each was grander than the next, with an aesthetic Louis XIV would have appreciated. Over time the profusion of these families turned Newport into America’s regatta capital (see p. 88) and guaranteed a steady flow of “lifestyles of the rich and famous” tourism for decades to come. Today about a dozen of the old “cottages” are open to the public, including The Breakers, a 70-room Italian Renaissance–style palazzo built for Cornelius Vanderbilt II. Completely over-the-top in design and proportion, it has 23 bedrooms, a gilded 2,400-square-foot dining room lit by 12-foot chandeliers, and a great hall designed to resemble an open-air Italian courtyard, with a 45-foot sky blue ceiling. Begun in the fall of 1893 and completed in the summer of 1895, its construction took the work of some 2,000 workers and craftsmen, including a platoon of master artisans brought in from Europe.

Though none of the other Newport mansions is as grand as The Breakers, several come close. Marble House, built between 1888 and 1892 for Cornelius Vanderbilt’s younger brother, William, was the precursor of all the other mansions, incorporating $7 million worth of marble into a design inspired by Marie Antoinette’s Petit Trianon at Versailles. Rosecliff is another favorite, a 40-room manse built in 1902 by architect Stanford White after the Grand Trianon. The Elms, a stately home built for a Pennsylvania coal baron in 1901, was designed after the Château d’Asnières, a mid-18th-century home outside Paris.
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The “cottages” are located on 80 acres of gardens and parks.

Newport’s 8 square miles are chockablock with other examples of impressive 17th- and 18th-century architecture, including 83 structures acquired by the Newport Restoration Foundation, created by tobacco heiress Doris Duke in 1968. All are now owned and maintained by the foundation and marked with signs reading “NRF.” Most are privately rented. Duke’s own mansion, Rough Point, is open for tours. (For a taste of mansion living on your own, see below.)

WHERE: 33 miles south of Providence. Visitor info: Tel 800-976-5122 or 401-849-8048; www.gonewport.com. PRESERVATION SOCIETY: Tel 401-847-1000; www.newport mansions.org. When: The Breakers is open daily; most others closed Jan–Mar. NEWPORT RESTORATION FOUNDATION: Tel 401-849-7300; www.newportrestoration.com. When: Rough Point tours May–Nov. BEST TIMES: June and July to coincide with Newport’s various regattas; Dec when The Breakers, The Elms, and Marble House are decked out for Christmas and some residents open their homes for tours (www.christmasinnewport.org).

Rooms with a View

CLIFF WALK AND THE HIGH LIFE

Newport, Rhode Island

A bastion of American robber-baron aristocracy in the 19th century, Newport managed to maintain its Victorian elegance—as well as its mansions and yachts—through a turbulent 20th century, and is still looking fine. Cliff Walk, a 3.5-mile national historic trail, hugs Newport’s wild Atlantic shoreline, offering good views of many of its “cottages” (see previous page) and even better views of its gorgeous coast.

A number of hotels and inns around town offer ample luxury, but if you’ve come looking for a stay right out of the Gilded Age, The Chanler at Cliff Walk is your best bet. Built in 1873 as the summer home of Congressman John Winthrop Chanler and his wife, Mary Astor Ward, the house was the first mansion built along the Cliff Walk trail and is today the only hotel in town that overlooks the Atlantic. Originally named Cliff Lawn, the house went through several incarnations in its first 126 years—boardinghouse, hotel, girls school, and historical museum—but in 2000 it was purchased by Detroit businessman John Shufelt, who sank a fortune into a three-year renovation that restored its original beauty. Today visitors have their pick of 20 rooms, including 14 in the main French Empire mansion and another 6 in villas located around the grounds, 3 of them with garden views and 3 with views of the ocean. All are appointed with antiques representing different historical periods, including Colonial, Greek Revival, and Tudor. In some cases, the furnishings are originals dating to the congressman’s time. Seventeen of the rooms offer ocean views, including 12 that come with private decks. The hotel’s restaurant, Spiced Pear, is overseen by well regarded executive chef Kyle Ketchum. While the dining room impresses with its subdued, perfectly balanced elegance (and the terrace with its fine views), Ketchum’s cuisine impresses with its simplicity, letting the flavors of fine seasonal ingredients speak for themselves.
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The Chanler is one of the only mansions of America’s Gilded Age to be converted into a luxury hotel.

About 4 miles to the west, the Castle Hill Inn and Resort offers a cozier, more secluded take on Newport living, its sprawling Victorian mansion sitting on a private 40-acre peninsula at the mouth of Narragansett Bay. The house was built in 1874 as a summer home for scientist and explorer Alexander Agassiz, and today visitors have a choice of 25 rooms and suites, including 9 in the main mansion and others in the nearby beach houses, harbor houses, and chalets, each with a semiprivate porch or deck and private beach access. Expect beautifully appointed rooms (especially the main inn’s Turret Suite, a bi–level beauty with 360-degree views of the bay), gorgeous views from almost everywhere, and four woody, water-view dining rooms serving exceptional seafood dinners and a legendary brunch.

WHERE: 33 miles south of Providence. Visitor info: Tel 800-976-5122 or 401-849-8048; www.gonewport.com. CLIFF WALK: www.cliffwalk.com. THE CHANLER: Tel 401-847-1300; www.thechanler.com. Cost: from $309 (off-peak), from $799 (peak); dinner at Spiced Pear $60. CASTLE HILL INN: Tel 888-466-1355 or 401-849-3800; www.castlehillinn.com. Cost: rooms from $299 (off-peak), from $495 (peak). BEST TIMES: June or July for the regattas; mid-Aug to coincide with the JVC Jazz Festival (www.festivalproductions.net).

Playing in the Grass, Newport Style

INTERNATIONAL TENNIS HALL OF FAME

Newport, Rhode Island

Tennis is a fairly young sport, having developed from handball into a sort of racquetball, and finally into an early version of its current self in 1874. Then things progressed quickly: The first Wimbledon Championship was held in England in 1877 as a fund-raiser for the All England Croquet and Lawn Tennis Club. Four years later, the first U.S. National Lawn Tennis Championships—which later evolved into the U.S. Open—were played in Newport, at a sporting complex built just one year earlier and known as the Newport Casino. Designed by the great New York architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White, the Casino offered equestrian shows, lawn bowling, archery, tea parties, concerts, dances, and gentlemen’s lodging—but it was tennis that ensured its lasting fame.

The Lawn Tennis Championships continued to be held at the Casino until 1915, when the honor was finally ceded to Forest Hills, New York. But though the championship games left, the Newport Casino is still there, its lavish, beautifully preserved complex, full of turrets and covered porches, retaining the magnificent aura of the Gilded Age. It is considered one of the world’s finest examples of the Victorian shingle style. Now as then, though, it’s the tennis—played on the original grass courts—that’s paramount.

Today its own championship is the only Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) event still played on grass courts in North America and it’s the site of the Tennis Hall of Fame. The museum’s collection encompasses more than 12,000 objects, including historic racquets and balls, period tennis clothing, trophies, photos, videos, memorabilia, and other artifacts, plus an extensive tennis library.

WHERE: 33 miles south of Providence; 194 Bellevue Ave. Tel 800-457-1144 or 401-849-3990; www.tennisfame.com. COST: play from $90 per hour for 2 players. WHEN: museum daily; courts open mid-May–Sept. BEST TIMES: summer for public grass court play; mid-July for the Campbell’s Hall of Fame Tennis Championships; mid-Aug, when the Casino hosts the opening night of the JVC Jazz Festival.

The Granddaddy of Them All

THE NEWPORT JAZZ FESTIVAL

Newport, Rhode Island

In the early 1950s, tobacco heir Louis Lorillard and his wife, Elaine, were looking for something new to do during the long, lazy summers in Newport. One night they found themselves sitting in a Boston jazz club called Storyville, chatting with young club owner and pianist George Wein. They liked what they heard, and a year later, with Wein providing the organizational skills and the Lorillards providing a line of credit, the Newport Jazz Festival was born. That first year Dizzy Gillespie, Billie Holiday, the Modern Jazz Quartet, and Lennie Tristano performed, among others. Miles Davis appeared the following year, turning in a performance that launched one of the most legendary periods of his career. Duke Ellington did the same in 1956, finishing his set with a medley that brought down the house and set hundreds of audience members dancing and leaping onto their chairs.
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Winston Marsalis performs at the Newport Jazz Festival.

Newport changed the standard method of jazz presentation, giving jazzmen the opportunity to play before huge, appreciative crowds. By the late 1960s the festival had begun booking rock and R&B acts, which changed its character so much that founder Wein pulled the plug in 1971. For the next ten years he took his festival around the world, but in 1981 it returned to Newport with a renewed focus on the music that had made it famous. Today it still attracts the biggest names in jazz each August—McCoy Tyner, Joe Lovano, Chick Corea, Carla Bley, Bill Frisell, and Wynton Marsalis among them.

Other festivals round out Newport’s summer calendar. The Newport Folk Festival, another Wein brainchild, was first presented in 1959 and has seen many historic performances, including Bob Dylan’s notorious “Dylan Goes Electric” set in 1965. Held over three days in early August, the Folk Festival attracts the likes of Richard Thompson, Nanci Griffith, Arlo Guthrie, Elvis Costello, and Emmylou Harris. The Newport Music Festival, which takes place over three weeks in July, presents more than 60 classical recitals and chamber music programs in Newport’s spectacular 19th-century “cottages” (see p. 83), bringing those days of the Gilded Age back to life.

WHERE: 33 miles south of Providence. Visitor info: Tel 800-976-5122; www.gonewport.com. NEWPORT JAZZ FESTIVAL: Tel 401-848-5055; www.newportjazzfest.net. Cost: tickets from $69. When: mid-Aug. NEWPORT FOLK FESTIVAL: 401-848-5055; www.newportfolk fest.net. Cost: tickets from $65. When: early Aug. NEWPORT MUSIC FESTIVAL: Tel 401-846-1133 or 401-849-0700 (box office); www.new portmusic.org. When: mid-July. Cost: from $20.

Lighthouse Keepers Wanted: Apply Within

THE ROSE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE

Newport, Rhode Island

For seekers of solitude, former literature majors, and other romantics, the idea of a lighthouse keeper’s job may be a perennial dream. The trouble is, nobody’s hiring: Since 1990, all the lighthouses in the United States have been fully automated. But what if there were a spare, part-time lighthouse job available? That’s sort of the situation at the Rose Island Light, a two-story, mansard-roofed cottage and light tower sitting atop the bastion of an 18th-century fort in Narragansett Bay, about a mile west of Newport. First lit in 1870, the light aided shipping for 101 years before it was decommissioned and replaced on navigational charts by the newly built Newport Bridge. For 13 years it was at the mercy of vandals and the elements, but in 1984 a group of locals stepped in, formed the Rose Island Lighthouse Foundation, and undertook eight years of intensive restoration. Today it’s a beautiful sight, its interior restored to its 1912 appearance and its downstairs rooms functioning as a museum. Its light is also fully functional and listed on charts as a private aid to navigation—and that’s where you come in.

Since its 1993 reopening, Rose Island Lighthouse has been maintained by private citizens who pay to volunteer for a week at a time, living in the modern second-floor keeper’s quarters and attending to a variety of tasks, which vary depending on the level of keepership you’ve signed up for. Those in the “Keeper Vacation Week” program devote one to two hours a day to chores, responsibilities, and maintenance, and have the rest of their time free to relax, explore the 18-acre island (portions of which are protected by the state as a bird-nesting refuge), and enjoy the 360-degree views of Narragansett Bay. Participants in the “Full-Time Keeper Week” put in six to eight hours daily, and though you don’t have to man the light itself (it’s automated), you do have to raise and lower the flag, manage the light’s weather station, keep up its wind-powered electric system and rainwater-gathering system, greet visitors and overnighters, and collect money at the end of the day. (There’s a bonus for full-timers, though—your stay is tax-deductible.) The keeper’s quarters sleeps four (two in the bedroom, two on the living room sofa bed) and is outfitted with linens and cooking gear. Those who don’t want to put in quite so much effort can overnight in one of the restored downstairs museum bedrooms, which operate on the same “no services” arrangement as the keeper’s quarters: You do your own cooking, make your own bed, and have your room in order by 10 A.M., when the museum reopens.

WHERE: on Narragansett Bay, about a mile west of Newport. Tel 401-847-4242; www.roseislandlighthouse.org. HOW: In summer, the Jamestown Ferry (tel 401-423-9900; www.conanicutmarina.com) has service to Rose Island from several points around the bay. The rest of the year the foundation ferries in weekly keepers and overnight guests aboard its 32-foot lobster boat. COST: overnights from $165 (off-peak), from $195 (peak); keeper’s rates from $700 per week (off-peak), from $2,300 (peak). WHEN: all facilities closed in Jan. BEST TIMES: Apr–Aug for bird-watching; Oct–Apr for seal-watching; New Year’s, July 4th, and Labor Day for fireworks; Nov–Mar for quiet.

Messing About in Boats

THE SUMMER REGATTAS

Newport, Rhode Island

They don’t call Newport the City by the Sea for nothing. Site of the U.S. Naval Academy during the Civil War and still home to the U.S. Naval War College, this small city on the western shores of Aquidneck Island is also the spiritual and physical center of the U.S. sailing universe, long associated with the prestigious America’s Cup race. Begun in 1851, the cup was successfully defended for 132 years by New York Yacht Club sailors (who maintain their summer base here), but in 1983 the sloop Australia II overturned their winning streak, taking away both the cup and the contest. Due to the controversy that caused, and despite the fact that U.S. boats won the cup again in three subsequent years, the race has never returned to Newport’s waters—at least not yet.

[image: image]

You can almost always find a sailing race on Newport’s waters during the summer.

In the meantime, Newport hosts more than 40 other races each summer and fall, some sailing entirely within local waters, others having their start or finish here. In early June, in odd-numbered years, the Annapolis-to-Newport race is one of the most historic on the East Coast, pitting crews against both the shallows and currents of Chesapeake Bay and the open waters of the Atlantic. At midmonth, the New York Yacht Club still holds its annual regatta here, the longest-running event of its kind in the United States. June also sees the start of the Newport-to-Bermuda Race, one of the pinnacles of world ocean racing. Held in even-numbered years, it celebrated its 100th birthday in 2006.

All these events have a certain patina of wealth and prestige about them, but in mid-July the Volkswagen Newport Regatta adds a mighty breath of democracy to Newport’s sailing scene. These races are open to anyone—professional or amateur—whose boat qualifies in one of its 16 design classes. In September the Newport International Boat Show brings in more than 600 sailboats and power-boats for one of the country’s largest in-water shows, covering some 14 acres along America’s Cup Avenue, while the Museum of Yachting’s annual Classic Yacht Regatta offers racing for vintage yachts, modern classics, and “good old boats.”

To learn something about how those classic craft remain seaworthy, drop by the International Yacht Restoration School on the harbor front, where you can watch students restore classic boats and view gallery exhibits and classic yachts afloat and ashore. Among the school’s ongoing long-term projects is the restoration of the grand Victorian yacht Coronet, built in 1885 for New York Yacht Club member Rufus T. Bush.

When it’s time to eat, boat folks have long gravitated to the Black Pearl, right on the city’s waterfront. A local institution since 1967, it’s known for its signature clam chowder. Just a few blocks away, the handsome White Horse Tavern has been in business on and off since 1687; it has a welcoming ambience, with creaky wood floors, huge fire-places, a classic menu wonderfully prepared, and a perfect wine list to match.

WHERE: 33 miles south of Providence. Visitor info: Tel 800-976-5122 or 401-849-8048; www.gonewport.com. Sailing info: Tel 401-846-1983; www.sailnewport.org. YACHT RESTORATION SCHOOL: Tel 401-848-5777; www.iyrs.org. BLACK PEARL: Tel 401-846-5264; www.blackpearlnewport.com. Cost: dinner $35. WHITE HORSE: Tel 401-849-3600; www.whitehorsetavern.com. Cost: dinner $40.

Fresh from the Oven

AL FORNO

Providence, Rhode Island

In 1980, George Germon and Johanne Killeen (both alumni of the Rhode Island School of Design) opened their first tiny restaurant on Providence’s Steeple Street, serving breakfast and lunch, and naming it Al Forno in honor of the huge oven that was initially their only piece of cooking equipment. A year after opening they installed a wood-fired grill that has since become their signature. They soon expanded to dinner and, eventually, to a new two-story home along the Providence River. By 1994, they’d built a global reputation, with food critic Patricia Wells proclaiming Al Forno the world’s number-one casual restaurant.

The starting point is Germon and Killeen’s love of northern Italian cooking, seasoned with the truth that Italian cuisine, at its core, is not a national cuisine at all but a collection of regional styles, all influenced by whatever fresh ingredients are available. At Al Forno, southern France makes its influence felt, along with dashes of Portugal, courtesy of Providence’s long-established Portuguese community. Signature dishes include the famous grilled pizzas, with thin, oblong, faintly sweet crusts, topped with just the right amount of tomatoes, cheese, herbs, and other ingredients. Another staple, Dirty Steak, is cooked right on the wood embers, while Littleneck Clams Al Forno are steamed open in the oven in a spicy, pepper-flecked tomato broth. The presentation is more straightforward than artsy: food as food, rather than as architecture. The menu changes regularly to reflect the availability of seasonal ingredients, and Germon’s design background means the restaurant’s Italian-country interior frequently changes too, always with impeccable taste. For the optimal dining experience, the watchword is “early”: Since the restaurant takes no reservations, expect to wait a while in the always lively bar.
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Al forno means “from the oven” in Italian.

WHERE: 577 S. Main St. Tel 401-273-9760; www.alforno.com. COST: dinner from $50. BEST TIMES: warm weather for dining on the brick patio; cold weather, when the fire-places are lit, and the smell of wood smoke envelops the whole place.

An Unlikely Start to Art

RISD MUSEUM OF ART

Providence, Rhode Island

In 1876, the Rhode Island Women’s Centennial Commission was formed to represent their state at that year’s Philadelphia Exposition, the country’s first world’s fair. Like all early expositions, it was a mind-boggling display, highlighting advances in science, industry, agriculture, horticulture, manufacturing, and the arts at a time when the pace of change was hot and heavy. Fired up by what she’d seen, commission member Helen Adelia Rowe Metcalf returned to Rhode Island with an idea: Why not use the $1,675 left over from the group’s exhibit to found a school of art and design? Her idea took hold, and the following spring the group incorporated the Rhode Island School of Design. In 1893, concurrent with its move to a new, permanent home, the school established its first museum. Today, after more than a century of bequests, acquisitions, and expansion, it ranks as one of the finest college art museums in the country.

Known locally as the RISD (pronounced RIZ-dee) Museum, the collection stands out both for its breadth and for its democratic approach to balancing the so-called ornamental and useful arts, the latter including textile design. In all, nearly 80,000 works are displayed in 45 intimate galleries, running the gamut from ancient to modern and decorative to practical: Greek coins and vases, Egyptian burial objects, Etruscan bronzes, Paul Revere silver, Gilbert Stuart portraits, modern Danish coffee services, Calder mobiles, Cy Twombly oils, and video works by Bruce Nauman. Decorative arts from the 18th and 19th centuries and American fine arts and furniture are displayed in the galleries of Pendleton House, which opened in 1906 as the first American wing in any museum, anywhere.

WHERE: 224 Benefit St. Tel 401-454-6500; www.risd.edu/museum.cfm.

Darkness Visible

WATER FIRE

Providence, Rhode Island

Sometimes the simplest things can be the most moving—a tossed pebble that transforms a lake into kinetic sculpture, birdsong in an otherwise silent evening. That’s the essence of WaterFire, Barnaby Evans’s long-running art installation that traces a path of nighttime fire-light along Providence’s three downtown rivers.

First erected in 1994 and now presented about 25 times annually, the work incorporates 100 floating wood-fire braziers, illuminating nearly a mile of downtown walkways and parks and using a simple, repeated device to provoke and frame the mind’s associations, changing the way we look at our surroundings. On the one hand, the firelight calls to mind certain historical and nostalgic associations—Greek myth, warm fireplaces, and the city as it looked before electricity. On the other, the work’s creation of an unnatural harmony between two opposing elements provides a psychic nudge that can widen our perceptions.

For the optimal experience, spend some time walking its full length and keeping all your senses attuned. Watch the black-clad volunteers in the fire-tender boats keeping the braziers lit, like a silent Greek chorus. Listen to the music, which incorporates spiritually rich traditions from around the world. Breathe in the wood smoke, watch the shadows, and gaze into the faces of other people strolling around you who have been drawn out into the night to be part of this new kind of performance art.
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WaterFire blazes on the Woonasquatucket, Moshassuck, and Providence rivers.

WHERE: downtown, between Providence Place and the Crawford Street Bridge. Tel 401-272-1155; www.waterfire.org. WHEN: about 25 times between early May and late Oct, from sundown till past midnight.

Raising the Luxury Inn to an Art Form

TWIN FARMS

Barnard, Vermont

Secluded amid 300 stunning acres of woodlands and expansive meadows, this former Colonial-era farmhouse—a wedding gift from Nobel Prize–winning novelist Sinclair Lewis in 1928—is one of America’s most luxurious and enchanting resort inns. A masterpiece by one of the nineties’ most famous interior decorators, Jed Johnson, Twin Farms’ magically exuberant design encompasses a $6 million art collection that includes paintings by Roy Lichtenstein and Milton Avery. All 20 accommodations (rooms, suites, and 10 secluded cottages) blend the impeccable with the magical—and with rates (up to $2,750 a night for the most expensive cottage) that might equal the GNP of some small countries.
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The Aviary, a 1,100-square-foot bilevel cottage with floor-to-ceiling windows, is a minimalist masterpiece.

Twin Farms gets its name from Sinclair Lewis, author of Babbitt (1922) and Elmer Gantry (1927). Lewis and his wife, journalist Dorothy Thompson, loved the property for its “sweeping lawns, run-down orchards and delicious air.” When the two divorced in 1942 (amicably, it seems), they simply moved into separate farmhouses on the grounds, hence the name.

In the early 1970s, the Twigg-Smith family, owners of the Contemporary Museum in Honolulu, bought the main house as a vacation getaway, and when their time spent there began to dwindle, they created instead an exclusive and luxurious country estate. Dine on Maine lobster with truffled fava bean puree in spring; grilled Angus tenderloin over a bacon cheddar potato tart with braised wild morels in fall; and for dessert on a snowy night, chocolate caramel pannacotta with a white chocolate–sambuca profiterole. The service is clairvoyant, the meals endlessly inventive, and the 26,000-bottle wine cellar tantalizing in its breadth and depth.

WHERE: 10 miles north of Woodstock. Tel 800-894-3627 or 802-234-9999; www.twinfarms.com. Cost: from $1,300, includes meals. BEST TIMES: late Sept–early Oct for foliage.

A Rural State’s Cosmopolitan City

BURLINGTON

Vermont

Known for its left-of-center politics, and famous for its battle to keep Wal-Mart away, Burlington is Vermont’s biggest city, which is to say, not very big—just 39,000 people. Many are former students who never left this cosmopolitan college town, with its lively music and food scene and splendid location on the shores of Lake Champlain, backed by the majestic Adirondacks to the west.

Burlington was first settled by independent-minded folks like Ethan Allen and his brother, Ira, of Green Mountain Boys fame. It rose to prominence as a major port after the opening of the Lake Champlain Canal in 1823 and by the late 1800s it had become a major textile mill town.

Lake Champlain provides an endless source of recreation and fun. Sailors, swimmers, rowers, and paddlers all find their favorite spots on its many calm bays and beaches. The Community Sailing Center offers rentals, lessons, and access to a fleet of sailboats, dinghies, and other craft. Or take the easy way out and climb aboard The Northern Lights for a 90-minute narrated cruise that relates tales of the lake’s rich history, like its crucial role in the Revolutionary War. (The Champlain Islands, a picturesque archipelago that includes Isle LaMotte, are so far north they’re easier to reach by car.)

Windsurfers prize the lake for its gusty location, while bikers follow the paved Burlington Bike Path, 12 pictorial miles of converted rail bed along the shoreline, which connects with the larger Champlain Bikeway, a 363-mile route that circumnavigates the lake.

Lake Champlain is also the scenic backdrop for the four-block pedestrian Church Street Marketplace, a vibrant mix of entertainment, restaurants, and shops that includes Ben & Jerry’s, the uber-famous ice-cream company that got its start in Burlington in 1978. (The main factory in Waterbury, 75 miles from Burlington, is a point of pilgrimage for some.) Food fans also know not to miss Al’s French Frys, a venerated burger-and-fries experience amidst red booths and black-and-white tiles, in nearby South Burlington.

Some 23 idyllic miles from Burlington, the Basin Harbor Club in Vergennes is a Vermont tradition begun in 1886, when Aredlai Beach opened the lakeside property. Still in the Beach family, the 700-acre resort has 38 rooms in three historic buildings, as well as 77 rustic one- to three-bedroom cottages tucked along the shores. Attractions at this slow-paced, family-friendly establishment include golf and tennis, but more than anything else, all manner of sports on Champlain’s inviting waters.

WHERE: 216 miles from Boston. Visitor info: Tel 877-686-5253 or 802-863-3489; www.vermont.org. COMMUNITY SAILING CENTER: Tel 802-864-2499; www.community sailingcenter.org. LAKE CHAMPLAIN CRUISES: Tel 802-864-9669; www.lakechamplaincruises.com. When: mid-June–mid-Oct. LOCAL MOTION TRAILSIDE CENTER: Tel 802-652-2453; www.champlainbikeways.org. CHURCH STREET MARKETPLACE: Tel 802-863-1648; www.churchstmarketplace.com. BEN & JERRY’S FACTORY TOUR: North Waterbury. Tel 866-BJTOURS or 802-846-1500; www.benjerry.com. AL’S FRENCH FRYS: South Burlington. Tel 802-862-9203; www.alsfrench frys.com. Cost: quart of French Frys $4. BASIN HARBOR CLUB: Vergennes. Tel 802-475-2311 or 800-622-4000; www.basinharbor.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak); from $185 (peak). WHERE TO STAY: The Inn at Essex-Burlington, tel 800-727-4295 or 802-878-1100; www.vtculinaryresort.com. Cost: from $144 (off-peak), from $186 (peak). BEST TIMES: June for Burlington Jazz Festival and Green Mountain Chew-Chew; July for Vermont Brewers Festival (www.vermontbrewers.com); summer for sailing, hiking, cycling; Sept–Oct for foliage and apples.
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The Church Street Marketplace is a lively spot for an afternoon stroll.

Cross-Country Thrills

THE CATAMOUNT TRAIL

From Harriman Station to North Troy, Vermont

At 300 miles long, the Catamount Trail is the longest cross-country ski trail in the U.S., connecting wild terrain and finely groomed trails—with many of Vermont’s finest country inns located along its length. Named for the eastern mountain lion, the Catamount Trail was developed in 1984 by three geography students at the University of Vermont who researched the route for a thesis project, obtained access privileges from landowners, and skied every last mile of the route—the only one to run from one end of a state to the other. The route offers a tremendous range of experiences, from easy, well-groomed trails to breaking trail in two feet of newly fallen snow. (Snowshoers are allowed on its whole length and snowmobilers on 70 miles of it.) In the remote backcountry, part of its magic is that you never know quite what conditions you’ll find or who—if anyone—has been there before you.
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Some of the backcountry trails are old logging roads.

Interconnecting with major Nordic ski centers at Okemo (see p. 99), Stowe (see p. 107), and Stratton (see p. 108), the Catamount Trail offers experienced skiers a chance to travel from inn to inn, spending the night in well-fed comfort before moving on. One stop is Blueberry Hill Inn in Goshen, a restored 1813 hostelry originally built by loggers and perched at the edge of the 22,000-acre Moosalamoo region of the Green Mountain National Forest. The 12-room inn has 45 miles of trails that feed into the Catamount from its doorstep, including the highest (altitude 3,000 feet) groomed cross-country trail in Vermont. Tony Clark, who bought the inn in 1968, developed the Nordic Ski Center just across the road, making this a major destination for skiers of any skill level. To work out the kinks at the end of the day, try out the bracing real-deal Nordic experience: a plunge in the inn’s pond before a race back to the heated sauna.

WHERE: from Readsboro (at the Massachusetts border, 180 miles south of Burlington), to North Troy (at the Canadian border). Tel 802-864-5794; www.catamounttrail.org. BLUEBERRY HILL INN AND NORDIC SKI CENTER: Goshen. Tel 800-448-0707 or 802-247-6735; www.blueberryhillinn.com. Cost: from $199 (off-peak), from $322 (peak), includes breakfast and dinner; full day trail pass at ski center from $16. When: open weekends only in Apr. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar.

Where The Jungle Book Was Born

NAULAKHA

Dummerston, Vermont

One of Vermont’s greatest surprises is the perfectly preserved home (right down to the golf clubs left propped against the wall) of Rudyard Kipling, the British author and poet who became a literary sensation by lifting his late-Victorian readers out of their tufted armchairs and dropping them into exotic, richly imagined landscapes. He is best known for The Jungle Book, which mined his upbringing in India but was actually written in Vermont, where he lived between 1892 and 1896 with Caroline Balestier. Rudyard married Caroline at age 26 after his best friend, her brother Wolcott, died suddenly of typhoid fever.

Kipling’s home, called Naulakha, a Hindu word literally meaning “900,000 rupees” but loosely translated as “jewel beyond price,” was restored in the 1990s by Landmark Trust USA, which rescues historic properties in distress. Although not open for tours, it can be rented as an overnight literary getaway. Imagine playing on Kipling’s own billiards table, or enjoying the same window-framed views he described as “lavish and wide.”

The green-shingled farmhouse surrounded by 12 acres was named for a novel Kipling and Wolcott Balestier had written together. Gleaming with polished woods, it is simply but pleasantly furnished with Kipling’s own wicker furniture, iron bedsteads, and Oriental rugs. “Three miles from anywhere and wonderfully self-contained,” as Kipling wrote, the house—long and narrow and intended to resemble a ship—appears to be “riding on its hillside like a little boat on the flank of a far wave.”

Both Jungle Books were written here as was Captains Courageous, but the family soon returned to England when Kipling’s relationship with Caroline’s other brother, a loud-mouthed drinker, went sour.
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Kipling said that Naulakha brought him “sunshine and a mind at ease.”

Kipling remarked of nearby Brattleboro, “the town has little to do,” but things have picked up since then. Located 4 miles down the road, Brattleboro is Vermont’s first permanent settlement, begun in 1724 as a fort to protect against Indian raids. Today it has a population of 12,000 and a college town air (without the college) that attracts alternative thinkers and political activists. Against a New England backdrop of white steepled churches and noble maples, its post-hippie capitalist vibe of art galleries, bookstores, and brewpubs promises a pleasant stay.

WHERE: 108 miles northwest of Boston. Tel 802-257-7783; www.landmarktrustusa.org. Cost: from $275 (off-peak), from $425 (peak). (Sleeps up to 8, minimum 3-night stay.) Visitor info: Tel 877-254-4565 or 802-254-4565; www.brattleborochamber.org. BEST TIMES: in Brattleboro, 1st weekend in June for the Strolling of the Heifers Festival; July for Vermont Renaissance Festival; 1st weekend of Oct for Literary Festival.

A Cheesemaking Village Spared the Ravages of Progress

GRAFTON

Vermont

A picture-perfect Vermont village credited with restarting the state’s handcrafted cheese industry, Grafton is an architectural showcase of historically accurate buildings, including a 200-year-old tavern where you can still bed down, a famed cheese company that still makes Grafton Village cheddar, a well-stocked general store, and a working blacksmith shop. It is not a living museum peopled by staff in period costumes, but a real-life village with a population of 600, many of whom work in the town.

Originally founded in 1763, Grafton thrived in the early 1800s with farms, sawmills, gristmills, tanneries, woolen mills, a soapstone quarry, and a carriage and sleigh factory. It peaked in 1830 with a population of 1,482 people (and 10,000 sheep) but declined when New England’s farmers moved west and the wool industry collapsed. Grafton survived as a stagecoach stopover between Boston and Montreal, but the advent of the automobile and interstate highway system left it a shell of its former self.
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The Old Tavern is one of the oldest continuously operating hotels in the U.S.

In 1963 Dean Mathey, an investment banker from Princeton, New Jersey, whose family used to summer in the area, created the Windham Foundation expressly to resuscitate Grafton. The foundation owns 25 buildings in the central village, including the Old Tavern, a classic four-story white clapboard, black-shuttered inn, originally built in 1801, then lavishly restored and vastly improved in 1965. Today the Old Tavern has 46 discreetly modernized rooms (11 in the main building and another 35 in nearby cottages and houses), each individually decorated with antiques to create its own particular charm. The dining room is a major draw, with a nice selection of hard-to-find wines and local cuisine featuring fresh ingredients gathered from small local farms.

Grafton’s cheese-making roots go back to 1892, when dairy farmers formed a cooperative so they could deliver surplus milk and receive cheese in return, preferred for its longer storage time. Today the Grafton Village Cheese Company makes one of the world’s finest cheddars, which you can sample as you watch it being made. Drive to nearby Chester to catch the Green Mountain Flyer, a vintage sightseeing train that makes a 90-minute round-trip run to Bellows Falls, past vistas of covered bridges, bucolic small towns, and in autumn, an explosion of fall foliage.

But half the point of visiting Grafton is not having much to do and enjoying the lazy pace of yesteryear. Sit on the tavern’s porch, amble on down to the swimming hole for a dip, watch the stars come out.

WHERE: 59 miles from Bennington. Visitor info: www.graftonvermont.org. THE OLD TAVERN: Tel 800-843-1801 or 802-843-2231; www.old-tavern.com. Cost: from $160 (off-peak), from $210 (peak). When: closed Apr. GRAFTON VILLAGE CHEESE COMPANY: Tel 800-472-3866 or 802-843-2222; www.graftonvillagecheese.com. GREEN MOUNTAIN FLYER: Chester Depot. Tel 800-707-3530 or 802-463-3069; www.rails-vt.com. When: runs Fri, May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for snow sports; Sept–Oct for foliage.

Powder Paradise

JAY PEAK RESORT

Vermont

A scant 8 miles from the Canadian border in northern Vermont, Jay Peak is a remote wonderland loved by powderhounds. It has more natural snowfall than anywhere else in New England (some say the best east of Utah), and its numerous difficult trails make it an amusement park for serious skiers. Without any other sizable mountains to its west, Jay is perfectly positioned to capture the light, powdery snow that results from banks of cold air heading east off the Great Lakes. Just don’t waste your time looking at weather forecasts—the “Jay Cloud” is a local phenomenon, stalling on the mountain and dumping snow when it may be clear and sunny 5 miles away.

Jay has the only aerial tram in Vermont—a 60-person ride in the sky that rewards you with more than a mile of descent—and 76 trails (80 percent of which are intermediate and advanced). It is also a haven for backcountry and extreme skiers—more than 1,200 acres of off-piste skiing have been added since 1987. Some describe Jay as the kind of skiing Vermont was famous for 30 years ago, before shopping and off-mountain activity arrived. The Jay area has made some concessions to other seasons, such as the addition of a beautifully sited golf course and slopeside condominiums. But it’s still at the end of back roads, so stock up in town and bring Scrabble and Sudoku for non-skiing hours.
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Expert skiers can venture into the resort’s glades for backcountry skiing among the trees.

The Grey Gables Mansion in nearby Richford is an elaborate Queen Anne Victorian B&B built by a wealthy lumber baron in 1890. The carved walnut and mahogany staircase leads to six tastefully decorated bedrooms with stained-glass windows and fireplaces. Breakfasts are as elaborate as the surroundings, leaning toward let’s-skip-lunch fare like eggs Benedict and blueberry pancakes with locally made maple syrup.

WHERE: 70 miles northeast of Burlington. Tel 800-451-4449 or 802-988-2611; www.jaypeakresort.com. Cost: lift tickets from $67. When: ski season, late Nov–early Apr. THE GREY GABLES MANSION: Richford. Tel 800-299-2117 or 802-848-3625; www.greygablesmansion.com. Cost: from $99 (off-peak), from $139 (peak). BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar.

The King of the East Coast Mountains

KILLINGTON

Vermont

The Aspen of the East Coast, Killington isn’t the classic and romantic Vermont ski destination (for that, you must head to Stowe; see p. 107), but it has plenty to brag about. Its vertical drop falls just shy of Aspen’s; it has the largest snowmaking system in the world; and its extensive system of 33 lifts (including express heated gondolas) serve more terrain than anywhere else in the East.

Skiers who like Killington’s big, brash aesthetic are drawn by 200 Alpine ski runs across six mountains, ranging from long, narrow, old-fashioned trails to Outer Limits, one of the steepest and most challenging mogul trails in the country. Exhilarating double-black-diamond trails, ominously named Anarchy or Downdraft, explain some of Killington’s appeal to thrill seekers.

For cozy accommodations that President Eisenhower once enjoyed, try the Mountain Top Inn on 350 acres surrounded by the Green Mountain National Forest. A popular summer resort since the 1940s and a Nordic skiing hot spot since the 1960s, it offers everything from fly-fishing to dogsledding. Its 30 guest rooms have stunning mountain views, and there’s even boarding for horses.
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Killington averages 250 inches of natural snow each winter and boasts 1,215 skiable acres.

If you prefer shopping and sightseeing, consider nearby Shrewsbury and the Crisanver House—a circa 1800s B&B on a backcountry road that was the major supply route linking Boston Harbor to Fort Ticonderoga, New York (see p. 159), during the Revolutionary War. Meticulously renovated by local artisans with the utmost respect for its original wide floorboards, handhewn beams, and slate roof, Crisanver House has six guest rooms and three suites, all tastefully appointed with antiques in a country style, minus the swags and ruffles.

WHERE: 80 miles south of Burlington. Tel 800-734-9435 or 802-422-1375; www.killington.com. Cost: lift tickets from $77. When: ski season, Nov–May. MOUNTAIN TOP INN: Chittenden. Tel 800-445-2100 or 802-483-2311; www.mountaintopinn.com. Cost: from $160 (off-peak), from $265 (peak). CRISANVER HOUSE: Shrewsbury. Tel 800-492-8089 or 802-492-3589; www.crisanver.com. Cost: from $165 (off-peak), from $250 (peak). BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for the best ski conditions; early Apr for the Bear Mountain Mogul Challenge; late Sept–early Oct for foliage.

A Family-Friendly Ski Destination

OKEMO MOUNTAIN RESORT

Ludlow, Vermont

In these days of big ski resorts owned by absentee mega-corporations, Okemo Mountain Resort (named for an Indian phrase that means “all come home”) is one of the few family-owned mountains remaining in Vermont. Originally founded in 1955 by local businessmen, it was saved from bankruptcy in 1982 by Tim and Diane Mueller, who have since modernized it with up-to-date snowmaking, high-speed lifts, and the largest Super Pipe in the East, along with a mini-halfpipe and six terrain parks. It’s one of the state’s most family-friendly ski destinations—small enough for families to spread out without worrying about never finding each other again. Despite the steepest vertical drop in southern Vermont (2,200 feet), a third of its 117 slopes, trails, and glades are gentle enough for the novice skier.

When night falls, head to the former mill town of nearby Ludlow (population 2,449) and check into one of its first-rate B&Bs. The Governor’s Inn is a richly appointed 1890 gingerbread Victorian that William Wallace Stickney built for his bride eight years before becoming governor of Vermont. The inn’s delights include eight tastefully decorated guest rooms, three-course breakfasts, and afternoon tea—complete with sweets and tea sandwiches—served in the inn’s charming parlor.

Six miles from town is the Inn at Water’s Edge, a restored Victorian treasure offering 11 cozy rooms upstairs and a full English pub downstairs. This central part of the state also offers crafts of all kinds—glass, furniture, pewter, and woodwork, among others—so there is plenty to do on a rainy afternoon. Make a late winter/early spring trip to Green Mountain Sugar House, 4 miles north of Ludlow, to see maple sap turned into syrup and sample fudge and other sweet treats, calories be damned.

WHERE: 91 miles southeast of Burlington. Tel 800-78-OKEMO or 802-228-4041; www.okemo.com. Cost: rooms from $165 (off-peak), from $240 (peak); lift tickets from $72. When: ski season, Nov–Apr. THE GOVERNOR’S INN: Ludlow. Tel 800-GOVERNOR or 802-228-8830; www.thegovernorsinn.com. Cost: from $149 (off-peak), from $199 (peak). When: closed 2 weeks in mid-Apr and 2 weeks in mid-Nov. INN AT WATER’S EDGE: Plymouth. Tel 888-706-9736 or 802-228-8143; www.innatwatersedge.com. Cost: from $125. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for skiing; late Sept–Oct for foliage.
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Okemo is one of the East’s most family-friendly mountains; the Muellers designed it with their two young children in mind.

Where Ski Purists Let Loose

MAD RIVER VALLEY

Vermont

One of Vermont’s best-kept secrets, Mad River Valley is a paradise of whitewashed church steeples, weathered sugarhouses, covered bridges, and traditional New England skiing you’ll find nowhere else. While other resorts have succumbed to the siren call of heated gondola lifts, snowmaking, and ski-in/ski-out condominiums, the Mad River Glen ski area persists as a bastion of the classic downhill experience, so pure that it is restoring the last surviving diesel-powered single-chair lift (circa 1948) rather than replace it with something new (and less expensive). With narrow, winding trails (the motto here is “ski it if you can!”), natural snow, and no snowboarders, it is a time capsule of skiing as it was 30 years ago.

Mad River Glen’s status as America’s only cooperatively owned ski area is what makes its noncommercial stance possible. Those who ski this mountain (many of whom are shareholders) tend to be accomplished downhillers whose very expertise shapes the legendary bumps that provide thrilling runs down the mountain. With a vertical drop of 2,037 feet and 45 trails, nearly half of which are expert, Mad River Glen promises some of the most challenging skiing in the East. But it also has plenty of beginner and intermediate trails, and the relatively uncrowded slopes can be a friendly environment for first-time skiers.

Nearby Sugarbush Resort, dubbed “Mascara Mountain” in the 1960s because of the rich and famous party crowd it attracted, has since updated with ski-in/ski-out lodging, high-speed lifts, and snowmaking (snowboarders are welcome). While Sugarbush has some challenging, old-fashioned expert slopes à la Mad River Glen, its 111 highly varied trails across two peaks (including a horizontal lift that travels between them) offer more options for beginners and great intermediate cruising along the north slopes.

Located right along scenic Route 100 (see p. 104), the towns of Waitsfield and Warren form the bucolic heart of the Mad River Valley. Waitsfield boasts two surviving covered bridges, while Warren (pop. 1,681) is best known for the luxurious outpost the Pitcher Inn, restored to its 1850s appearance after burning down in 1993. Eleven whimsically themed rooms, such as the Trout Room, the School Room, and the Ski Room (decorated with original trail maps), reflect the true character of this archetypal corner of Vermont. Superlative meals might start with foie gras and rhubarb-orange compote before moving on to Vermont-raised lamb, quail, or rabbit, accompanied by wines from a stellar selection. Be sure to visit the old-fashioned Warren Store to stock up on penny candy, turkey sandwiches, and gingersnap cookies.

WHERE: 46 miles southeast of Burlington. Visitor info: Tel 800-828-4748 or 802-496-3409; www.madrivervalley.com. When: ski season, Dec–Apr. MAD RIVER GLEN: Waitsfield. Tel 802-496-3551; www.madriverglen.com. Cost: lift tickets from $62. SUGARBUSH: Warren. Tel 800-53-SUGAR or 802-583-6300. Cost: lift tickets from $63. THE PITCHER INN: Warren. Tel 802-496-6350 or 888-867-4824; www.pitcherinn.com. Cost: from $425; dinner $30. When: closed 2–3 weeks in Apr and Nov. WARREN STORE: Tel 802-496-3864; www.warrenstore.com. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for skiing; last week in Jan for “Old Home Days”at Mad River Glen, including a $3.50 lift ticket (1948 prices) on last Tues in Jan; mid-Mar for the Telemark Festival; July 4th for the Warren parade.

An Archetypal New England Town

MANCHESTER

Vermont

Ringed by Vermont’s Green Mountains, the maple-shaded streets of this appealing New England town have lured visitors since before Abe Lincoln’s family started spending summers here. Manchester’s impressive white mansions and marble sidewalks retain a peaceful historic feel (while the raft of high-end factory outlets in nearby Manchester Center offers a modern allure).

The village is centered around the Equinox Resort & Spa, a white-columned Federal-style (and very blue-blooded) 1,300-acre property that has been a premier summer resort since the 1860s and a favorite of U.S. presidents from Taft to Eisenhower. The Equinox’s championship 18-hole golf course (part of the revered Gleneagles group based in Scotland), designed by Walter Travis in 1927 and updated in 1992 by Rees Jones, is a classic with many hills and carefully sited hazards. The inn’s upper-crust British theme carries on with lessons in archery, off-road driving, and falconry. The family of famous fly-fisherman and fishing outfitter Charles Orvis (see next page) owned an inn on the property between 1853 and 1938, and their home, now the Charles Orvis Inn, is part of this lavishly restored, 183-room resort hotel. Stop by the state-of-the-art Avanyu Spa, grab a book, or sunbathe on the outdoor patio within sight of Mount Equinox, the highest peak in the Taconic mountain range at 3,848 feet, practically in the hotel’s backyard. (You can drive to the top of it via the nation’s longest privately owned toll road, the 5-mile Skyline Drive, and on clear days be rewarded with vistas spanning five mountain ranges: the Green, the Whites, the Berkshires, the Taconics, and the Adirondacks.)
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Colonial Governor Benning Wentworth established Manchester in 1761.

Another proud reminder of Manchester’s distinguished pedigree is Hildene. Open for tours, the lordly 24-room Georgian Revival mansion on 400 acres was built by Robert Todd Lincoln, who summered here from 1905 until his death in 1926. Presidential granddaughter (and Robert’s daughter) Mary Lincoln Isham lived nearby in what is now one of the area’s finest B&Bs, the 1811 House. With four-poster canopied beds, fine Oriental rugs, and fireplaces, the 13 bedrooms in this cozy, comfortable inn are styled in the Federal period for which Manchester Village is known.

Up for Breakfast (named for its second-floor location) is a Manchester Center landmark famed for its buttermilk, buckwheat, or sourdough pancakes, glazed with pools of Vermont maple syrup (ask, and they’ll pack in enough blueberries to stain your lips). Visit nearby Dorset, an exquisitely preserved town of just 2,000 residents who keep these neat streets, lined with white clapboard homes, proudly maintained. The sidewalks here are marble too, not surprising considering the quarries at the edge of town. Said to be the oldest in the U.S., they provided the marble for landmarks such as the New York City Library.

WHERE: 100 miles south of Burlington. Visitor info: Tel 800-362-4144 or 802-362-2100. EQUINOX: Tel 800-362-4747 or 802-362-4700; www.equinoxresort.com. Cost: from $119 (off-peak), from $299 (peak). SKYLINE DRIVE: www.equinoxmountain.com/skyline drive. When: open May–Oct. HILDENE: Tel 802-362-1788; www.hildene.org. When: tours daily. 1811 HOUSE: Tel 800-432-1811 or 802-362-1811; www.equinoxresort.com. Cost: from $140. UP FOR BREAKFAST: Tel 802-362-4204. Cost: $8 for full stack of pancakes. WHERE TO STAY: Barrows House in Dorset, tel 800-639-1620 or 802-867-4455; www.barrowshouse.com. Cost: from $125 (off-peak), from $145 (peak). BEST TIMES: May–mid-Sept for fishing; mid-July of even-numbered years for Antiques Show at Hildene; 1st weekend of Aug and 1st weekend of Oct for the Southern Vermont Art & Crafts Fair.

Fly-Fishing Nirvana

THE ORVIS COMPANY

Manchester, Vermont

If A River Runs Through It didn’t get you to grab a rod and reel, a visit to Manchester just might catch-and-release your inner angler. Local son Charles F. Orvis and his brother, Franklin, started out here as hoteliers in the mid-1800s, finding that the Battenkill and Mettawee rivers were a lure for tourists—and a fine way to sell their handcrafted rods and tackle. They built an empire that lives on in Manchester, the only place in America where you can see Orvis rods being built, study the history of fly-fishing, shop for gear, and take lessons on the hallowed Battenkill, famed for its rainbow and brook trout.

Privately owned by the Perkins family since 1965, Orvis is first and foremost a retailer, with a massive flagship store (complete with fieldstone fireplaces and trout pond) that offers a dizzying choice of fly-fishing tackle, waterfowling and hunting gear, boots, clothing, even travel accessories and home furnishings. If the displays of antique fishing gear catch your interest, follow the signs to the American Museum of Fly Fishing right behind the store, where you can peruse the world’s largest collection of angling and angling-related objects. Right next to the museum is Orvis Rod Manufacturing and Warehouse (aka “The Rod Shop”), where you can step onto the production floor and see the entire process of rod production, from the raw materials coming in to the finished bamboo and graphite rods.

At some point you’ll need to learn what to do next. While Orvis has other fly-fishing schools, the most popular location is right here in Manchester, which offers some of the best and prettiest angling in the world. A two-day class for adult novices covers gear and tackle, fly-casting techniques, knot-tying, stream entomology, proper fly selection, “reading” water, and how to play, land, and safely release fish. You’ll log classroom time and work the casting ponds outside the store before the big payoff: field trips to the legendary Battenkill.

WHERE: 100 miles south of Burlington; 4180 Main St. Tel 888-235-9763; www.orvis.com. AMERICAN MUSEUM OF FLY FISHING: Tel 802-362-3300; www.amff.com. ORVIS FLY FISHING SCHOOL: Tel 802-362-3750. Cost: $470 for 2-day session. When: mid-Apr–Oct. WHERE TO STAY: The Inn at Manchester; tel 800-273-1793 or 802-362-1793; www.innatmanchester.com. Cost: from $165 (off-peak), from $225 (peak). BEST TIMES: Mar–Oct for fishing.

Fall’s Riotous Foliage, Unsurpassed

NORTHEAST KINGDOM

Vermont

In 1949, a former U.S. senator from Vermont, struck by the timeless beauty and isolation of his state’s three most northeastern counties (Orleans, Essex, and Caledonia), dubbed them the Northeast Kingdom—and when fall’s riotous palette of red, orange, yellow, and gold cloaks these hills, it could very well be the most beautiful place in America. Here, thickly forested hills of sugar maple, beech, and ash give way to sleepy hamlets, one-church villages, and gorgeous lakes—particularly the fjordlike Lake Willoughby, often compared to Switzerland’s Lake Lucerne. The unofficial gateway to the region is St. Johnsbury (“St. Jay’s”), where people often stop at the white-steepled Dog Chapel to leave notes and photos of pets they have lost. (A sign out front reads: “Welcome All Creeds All Breeds No Dogmas Allowed.”)

The hill town of Peacham (population 611) is probably Vermont’s finest Kodak corner during foliage season, but keep driving until you get lost, through wide-open valleys of tidy farmlands where cows outnumber their proudly insular Yankee owners. Harsh winters and sheer isolation have kept development and tourism farther south, making these back roads and lanes a paradise for cyclists as well.

For the winter sports enthusiast, the high-country area of historic Craftsbury is home to the well-regarded non-profit Craftsbury Nordic Ski Center, which features a 50-mile system of ski trails, including a stretch of the 300-mile Catamount Trail (see p. 94), the longest cross-country ski trail in the U.S. Summer is no less beautiful a season in these parts, Big Hosmer Pond offers rowing and paddling with miles of trails and dirt roads for biking, walking, and running.

In the peaceful time-forgotten village of Lower Waterford (whose population hovers around 50), the Rabbit Hill Inn has a tradition of hospitality dating to 1795. The Federal-style white-colonnaded inn sits on 15 unspoiled acres with a commanding view of the White Mountains to the south. Its 19 guest rooms are individually decorated (suites have gas fireplaces and two-person whirlpool baths), and dinner is an elegant three-course affair of refined dishes, like agnolotti of braised pheasant and ricotta, followed by herb-crusted Alaskan halibut. Breakfast is every bit as romantic, served by candlelight and as ample as it is scrumptious. Walk it all off on the 7 miles of meandering cross-country trails near the inn.

WHERE: St. Johnsbury is 75 miles east of Burlington. Visitor info: Tel 800-884-8001 or 802-626-8511; info on New England’s color scene at www.travelthekingdom.com. THE DOG CHAPEL: St. Johnsbury. Tel 800-449-2580 or 802-748-2700; www.dogmt.com. CRAFTSBURY NORDIC SKI CENTER: Tel 802-586-7767; www.craftsbury.com/skiing. Cost: $10. RABBIT HILL INN: Lower Waterford. Tel 800-762-8669 or 802-748-5168; www.rabbit hillinn.com. Cost: from $199 (off-peak), from $239 (peak). BEST TIMES: late Sept–early Oct for peak foliage; late Sept for 1-week Northeast Kingdom Fall Foliage Festival (www.nekchamber.com) in various towns throughout the region.

A Scenic Road Through the Heart of Vermont

ROUTE 100

Vermont

Beginning at the Massachusetts border and continuing north for nearly 200 scenic miles along the rugged spine of the Green Mountains, the winding two-lane Route 100 is one of the most beautiful drives in the country, connecting some nine major alpine ski resorts, including Stowe, Killington, and Mad River Glen (see pp. 107, 98, and 100).

In three hours of unhurried motoring, you can travel its full length, from Wilmington in the south to Newport in the Northeast Kingdom, gateway to Canada. But this might, in fact, defeat one of its main pleasures—that of stopping to explore its small wonders. Rolling up and then down through the peaks and valleys that define the state, Route 100 has plenty of waypoints to pull over, stretch, and take in the quiet rural isolation and gorgeous forests stretching as far as the eye can see. Enjoy what you don’t see: large and gaudy road signage, banned by the state legislature back in 1963.

As it meanders from one river valley to the next, Route 100 also runs through a string of villages (one called Podunk begs for a visit) that are typical of this Yankee heartland. One of the most appealing is Weston (population 630), where the entire village is on the National Register of Historic Places. The town’s biggest attraction is the Vermont Country Store, famous as “purveyors of the practical and hard-to-find,” founded here in 1946 by Vrest Orton, whose proud family still owns the old-fashioned Yankee business. The store specializes in revived and much-missed products of yesteryear, like Evening in Paris cologne, Beeman’s Clove Chewing Gum, and colored princess telephones, along with Vermont necessities like long underwear and woolen socks.

Weston’s vital cultural scene includes small museums, art galleries, and the Weston Playhouse Theater, which features top-notch acting by the state’s oldest theater company. Just steps from the green is the Inn at Weston, where 13 luxurious rooms (nine with fireplaces) are individually decorated with antiques, Persian rugs, and thoughtful touches like orchids from the innkeepers’ impressive greenhouse (with one of the northeast’s largest private orchid collections at 375 unique species).

Spiritual solace can be found just 3 miles from the village, at the Weston Priory, a Benedictine monastery built in 1953, where common prayer services are held in a large, barnlike structure. Several times a day the gentle echoing sound of 13 monks’ blended voices drifts out across gardens, meadows, and into the shadowy woodlands, providing another glimpse of the profound beauty of Vermont.

WHERE: Rte. 100 runs from Wilmington in the south (20 miles east of Bennington) to Newport in the north (76 miles northeast of Burlington); www.westonvt.com. VERMONT COUNTRY STORE: Weston. Tel 802-824-3184; www.vermontcountrystore.com. WESTON PLAYHOUSE: www.westonplayhouse.org. When: late June–mid-Oct. INN AT WESTON: Tel 802-824-6789; www.innweston.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $235 (peak). WESTON PRIORY: Tel 802-824-5409; www.westonpriory.org. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for skiing; late Sept–Oct for foliage.

An Invitation to a Vanderbilt Estate

SHELBURNE FARMS

Shelburne, Vermont

On a bluff overlooking 100-mile-long Lake Champlain and the Adirondacks beyond, the Inn at Shelburne Farms sits on 1,400 acres designed by the great landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, famous for his design of New York City’s Central Park. Guests can feel like they’re lord of the manor at the redbrick Queen Anne–style country mansion, built in 1887 by Lila Vanderbilt and her husband, William Seward Webb. Step into another era of oak paneling, fireplaces, turrets, towers, family portraits, and 24 guest rooms (and two tiny guest cottages), appointed with family-heirloom antiques—you might even sleep in William Henry Vanderbilt’s enormous mahogany bed. The inn’s candlelit restaurant, grand but cozy, offers a menu that might include roasted rack of New England lamb with apple-sorrel relish, complemented by organic produce direct from Shelburne Farms’ garden. In addition to being a rural marvel (with a hands-on Children’s Farmyard that’s every kid’s fantasy), Shelburne Farms produces an excellent cheddar cheese, compliments of the Brown Swiss cows grazing within sight.

It’s just a 3-mile drive from the “Big House” to the 45-acre Shelburne Museum, which resembles a well-preserved village with 37 historic structures that hold the finest collection of Americana in the country. Dubbed “The Smithsonian of New England,” the museum boasts some 100,000 artifacts, including cigar store Indians, pottery, pewter, glass dolls, quilts, eagles, folk art, even a carousel, representing the wide-ranging tastes of Electra Havermeyer Webb, who married James Watson Webb (son of William and Lila) in 1910 and spent a lifetime collecting.
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The mansion was built in 1887 as the largest home in Vermont.

In summer, the most charming way to arrive at Shelburne is aboard the Champlain Valley Flyer, a fully restored vintage passenger train that departs from Burlington (see p. 92) and meanders through gently rolling green pastures. Enjoy views of Mount Mansfield to the east, and to the west, mighty Lake Champlain and the distant Adirondacks (see p. 140).

WHERE: 7 miles south of Burlington. INN AT SHELBURNE FARMS: Tel 802-985-8498; www.shelburnefarms.org. Cost: from $155 (off-peak), from $165 (peak). When: May–mid-Oct. SHELBURNE MUSEUM: Tel 802-985-3346; www.shelburnemuseum.org. When: mid-May–late Oct. CHAMPLAIN VALLEY FLYER: Burlington. Tel 800-707-3530 or 802-463-3069; www.rails-vt.com. When: Sat–Sun, late June–early Sept. BEST TIMES: late May for Lilac Festival; July–early Aug for the 5-week Vermont Mozart Festival; mid-Aug for model train festival; 3rd weekend in Sept for the Harvest Festival at Shelburne Museum.

Maple Mania and a Fiddler’s Fest

VERMONT MAPLE FESTIVAL

St. Albans, Vermont

They say all Vermonters have a little maple in their blood, and there’s no doubt they’re mad for the stuff—maple is the official state flavor; the sugar maple is the state tree (it appears on license plates); and a sugarbush (a stand of maple trees) makes up the back of the state quarter. But maple mania reaches its absolute zenith at the annual Maple Festival in St. Albans, a quiet town of some 7,000 that each year is overrun with 50,000 people from every continent but Antarctica. Dig in to maple bread, maple candy, maple fudge, maple cookies, maple creemees (soft-serve ice cream in a cone), maple sugar cakes, maple doughnuts, maple mustard, maple lollipops, not to mention the light fluffy pancakes, maple sausages, and bottomless pitchers of pure maple syrup at the legendary pancake breakfast benefit at the City Elementary School. Enjoy the sell-out Fiddler’s Variety Show (two hours of fancy fiddlin’, singers, dancers, pickers, comedy, and clogging) on Saturday night; tours of a sugarhouse; and a fierce competition to name the best maple syrup maker in Vermont. That’s high stakes—and high praise indeed—as Vermont is the largest producer of maple syrup in the country.
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Vermont produces about 350,000 gallons of maple syrup each year.

The festival always takes place after Mud Season, from late February down south through April farther north, when cold nights and warm days pump sap up into the trees. That’s when trees are tapped, buckets are hung, and sugarhouses can be spotted by the rising steam plumes when the sap gets boiled down to varying shades of delicious.

WHERE: 35 miles north of Burlington. Tel 802-524-5800; www.vtmaplefestival.org. WHEN: last weekend in Apr.

A Footpath Through the Wilderness

THE LONG TRAIL

Stamford to North Troy, Vermont

The oldest long-distance hiking trail in the U.S., the Long Trail is 270 miles of primitive footpath that unfolds from one end of Vermont to the other, running north/south along the crest of the Green Mountains from Canada to Massachusetts. Not only did it serve as the inspiration for Vermont’s Catamount Trail (see p. 94), but also for the Appalachian Trail (see p. 332), which links the mountains from Maine to Georgia, sharing 150 miles with the Long Trail along the way. It is the raison d’etre and offspring of the Green Mountain Club, founded in 1910 “to make the Vermont mountains play a larger part in the life of the people.”

Scaling peaks like Mount Mansfield (at 4,393 feet, Vermont’s tallest) and passing pristine ponds, alpine bogs, hardwood forests, and streams, the Long Trail took the Club 20 years to build.

Most hikers start in the south and travel north, following the white blazes that guide the way. Some people collect segments of the Trail over many years, enjoying sights such as the new 136-foot-long suspension bridge for hikers in Johnson on the rocky banks of the Lamoille River. Trekkers range from day-trippers to intrepid backpackers who unroll their sleeping bags to bed down in 70 primitive huts along the way; those who have walked the entire trail earn the title “End-to-Ender.”

The climate varies from peak to valley, so plan for temperature changes and expect wind and cold at higher elevations. The rugged northern trails get the most traffic, but in the gentler south you can do the “Green Tunnel,” a two-day 19-mile loop that takes you to the Mount Glastenbury fire tower for one of the trail’s wildest and most expansive views.

WHERE: from 185 miles south of Burlington to North Troy. Green Mountain Club info: Tel 802-244-7037; www.green mountainclub.org. WHEN: trails closed mid-Apr–May and Nov. BEST TIMES: June–July for more daylight; Aug–Sept for fewer bugs; mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage.

Where the Hills Are Alive

STOWE

Vermont

Considered the queen of Northeast ski resorts, Stowe Mountain Resort was created in the 1930s, when as part of the federal government’s public works projects, trails were hand-cut on Vermont’s highest peak, Mount Mansfield (4,395 feet), creating top-to-bottom, thrill-a-minute runs. Despite its quaint reputation, Stowe is in the midst of an upgrade that has added snowmaking capacity, high-speed lifts, and condos. Meanwhile, its challenging slopes and authentic 200-year-old Vermont town setting—with the requisite white steepled church and old-fashioned general store—retain their popularity as one of the country’s most romantic and beautiful ski getaways.

There’s much here to keep beginners and intermediate skiers occupied, but Stowe’s mythically steep Front Four trails on the face of Mount Mansfield are the highlights of the show, for expert skiers only. Stowe is also home to the country’s first cross-country ski center, the 2,400-acre resort of the Trapp Family Lodge, created in 1968 by the Austrian family of Sound of Music fame who settled here in 1942 after fleeing the Nazis. The quality of Tyrolean coziness, old-world service, and the promise of Wiener schnitzel and spaetzle in the lodge’s noted restaurant make this chalet-style lodge one of the loveliest around. Maria Von Trapp, who died here in 1987, left her legacy in the hands of her son, the ever-youthful Johannes, and the occasional evening singalongs still keep the music alive.

The 68-room Topnotch Resort & Spa is the area’s most luxurious retreat, with a 35,000-square-foot spa, where you can relax with massage and spa treatments like the Vermont wildflower herbal wrap. Topnotch is also known for one of the country’s best tennis centers, with an elite team of international tennis pros amidst spectacular mountain views.

Families flock to Smugglers’ Notch Resort, a self-contained slopeside resort village. The 1,000-acre “Smuggs” is famous for its family-friendly features like lots of easy and intermediate runs and day-long ski and snowboard camps for kids. When the snow melts, the Smuggler’s Notch Scenic Drive lures sightseers with a route of vistas that begins in Stowe.

Among Vermont’s plethora of intimate B&Bs, the nine-room Stone Hill Inn is Stowe’s standout: It combines a tucked-in-the-woods charm with modern amenities like a double-sided fireplace that opens onto both the bedroom and a luxe bathroom equipped with two-person Jacuzzi and fluffy bathrobes.

WHERE: 45 miles east of Burlington. Visitor info: Tel 800-24-STOWE or 802-253-7321; www.gostowe.com. When: ski season, Nov–Apr. STOWE MOUNTAIN RESORT: Tel 800-253-4SKI or 802-253-3000; www.stowe.com. Cost: lift tickets from $57. TRAPP FAMILY LODGE: Tel 800-826-7000 or 802-253-8511; www.trappfamily.com. Cost: from $270 (off-peak), from $289 (peak). TOPNOTCH: Tel 800-451-8686 or 802-253-9623; www.topnotchresort.com. Cost: from $195 (off-peak), from $300 (peak). SMUGGLERS’ NOTCH: Jeffersonville. Tel 800-419-4615 or 802-644-1230; www.smuggs.com. Cost: from $153 (off-peak), from $395 (peak) for a studio (sleeps 4), includes lodging, lift tickets, ski lessons, and activities. STONE HILL INN: Tel 802-253-6282; www.stonehillinn.com. Cost: from $330 (off-peak), from $425 (peak). When: closed Apr and mid-Nov–early Dec. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for winter sports; late Jan for the Stowe Winter Carnival; Feb for Stowe Derby.

Where Snowboarding Rules

STRATTON MOUNTAIN RESORT

Vermont

Stratton Mountain Resort in southern Vermont opened in 1961 and has since become the premier snowboarding destination in New England. Its snowboarding pedigree goes back to 1977, when Jake Burton Carpenter started one of the world’s most successful snowboarding companies in Londonderry, a nearby speck of a town. Snowboarding wasn’t invented here per se, but in 1983 Stratton became one of the first to allow snowboarders on the slopes. Today it encompasses 90 slopes and four terrain parks, including an expert park that attracts 25,000 people every March to watch the U.S. Open snowboarding championships.

For the area’s most comfortable rooms and one of the best restaurants in Vermont, visit the nearby Inn at Saw Mill Farm, a converted 18th-century former sawmill. First opened in 1968 by Rodney and Ione Williams, it has now passed to their son Brill, the inn’s talented chef, who turns out delicacies like sautéed sweetbreads on a bed of fried spinach with white truffle butter sauce. In winter the 20-room inn is the ideal spot from which to ski Mount Snow, a 3,600-foot mountain with a network of 106 trails and plenty of snowmaking capacity. It’s also fun in summer, when it is known for great mountain biking.

Stratton is roughly midway between Manchester (see p. 101) and picture-perfect Newfane, whose village green and National Historic District are two of the most photographed spots in the state. Newfane is noted for its Greek Revival architecture, including the Four Columns Inn, built in 1832 by Pardon Kimball to re-create his Southern wife’s childhood home. Nestled at the foot of a 150-acre private mountain with natural trails, Four Columns offers 15 rooms and suites, replete with luxury touches such as fireplaces and soaking tubs. Longtime chef Greg Parks brings an artist’s eye to his work as he serves up baked or grilled breast of duck with sour cherry and rosemary sauce and wild rice. Stroll down a nearby country lane to Newfane’s small shops stocked with all things Vermont; you’ll find quilts, fudge, and maple candy galore.

WHERE: 120 miles south of Burlington. When: Ski season is Nov–Apr. STRATTON MOUNTAIN RESORT: Tel 800-STRATTON or 802-297-2200; www.stratton.com. Cost: lift tickets from $65. INN AT SAW MILL FARM: West Dover. Tel 802-464-8131; www.theinnatsawmillfarm.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $450 with breakfast and dinner (peak). When: closed late Mar–May. MOUNT SNOW: West Dover. Tel 800-245-SNOW (7669) or 802-464-8501; www.mountsnow.com. Cost: lift tickets from $75. FOUR COLUMNS INN: Newfane. Tel 800-787-6633 or 802-365-7713; www.fourcolumnsinn.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $225 (peak). BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for skiing and snow sports; U.S. Open snowboarding championships 3rd week in Mar at Stratton.

Vermont Village, Rockefeller-Style

WOODSTOCK

Vermont

Christmas-card-perfect, small, and cosmopolitan, Woodstock earned its place in ski history when adventuresome locals hooked a long loop of rope to a Model T Ford engine at the base of Gilbert’s Hill in 1934, creating the first ski tow. While it still has some local skiing and is conveniently close to Killington and Okemo (see pp. 98–99), today Woodstock is more famous for being the “prettiest small town in America,” according to the Ladies’ Home Journal. The title is due in part to the vast fortunes and concerted efforts of Laurance Rockefeller (grandson of Standard Oil magnate John D. Rockefeller Sr.) and his wife, Mary Billings.
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Billings Farm & Museum was established in 1871.

The two married in 1934 and spent the next 60 years lavishing money and attention on the town, even burying the utility lines to maintain its pristine 19th-century feel. They donated 550 acres to create Vermont’s only national park, significant for being the first scientifically managed forest, with a 19th-century mansion sitting in its midst. They were also the force behind the Billings Farm & Museum, known for its blue-ribbon Jersey cows.

In 1969 Laurance and Mary built the town’s centerpiece, the rustic but genteel Woodstock Inn and Resort, on the village green. This 142-room Colonial Revival resort features top-drawer amenities like a 41,000-square-foot health and fitness center, horseback riding, and golf. The inn operates the Woodstock Ski Touring Center, with almost 40 miles of groomed cross-country trails, and the 23 downhill trails of the misleadingly named mountain, Suicide Six, which has a drop of just 650 vertical feet.

Woodstock was settled in 1765 by emigrants from southern New England who were attracted by its location on the Ottauquechee (AW-to-KWEE-chee) River. In the 19th century, the river powered woolen mills, one of which now houses the workshop of luxury glassware and pottery maker Simon Pearce. Find sustenance at the Mill at Quechee restaurant, known for its cheddar soup and Irish soda bread.

The nearby Quechee Gorge State Park is a dramatic 165-foot-high, mile-long gorge carved some 13,000 years ago by glaciers, with stunning aerial views looking down from the 1911 trestle bridge. While tour buses frequently stop here, you can easily escape them by hitting the trails that wind past pretty waterfalls down to the bottom of the gorge.

For a final dose of Vermont history, visit Plymouth Notch, the birthplace and boyhood home of President Calvin Coolidge, and a quiet hill town that is nearly unchanged since the early 20th century. Considered one of the country’s best preserved presidential sites, Coolidge’s home remains exactly as it was the night in 1923 when he was sworn into office as the nation’s 30th president; his father did the honors, right there in the parlor, upon receiving the news of President Warren G. Harding’s untimely death. Nearby, the simple but imposing whitewashed Plymouth Cheese Factory, established by the president’s father in 1890, is once again making its tangy, rich cheese.

WHERE: 17 miles east of Killington. Visitor info: Tel 802-457-3555. MARSH-BILLINGS-ROCKEFELLER NATIONAL PARK: Tel 802-457-3368; www.nps.gov. When: mansion tours late May–Oct. BILLINGS FARM & MUSEUM: Tel 802-457-2355; www.billings farm.org. When: May–Oct. WOODSTOCK INN: Tel 800-448-7900 or 802-457-1100; www.woodstockinn.com. Cost: from $149 (off-peak), from $329 (peak). MILL AT QUECHEE: Tel 802-295-2711 (shop) or 802-295-1470 (restaurant); www.simonpearce.com. Cost: dinner $40. QUECHEE GORGE: Tel 802-295-2990; www.vtstateparks.com/htm/quechee.cfm. When: late May–mid-Oct. COOLIDGE HISTORIC SITE: Plymouth Notch. Tel 802-672-3773; www.historicvermont.org/coolidge. When: late May–mid-Oct. PLYMOUTH CHEESE FACTORY: Plymouth Notch. Tel 802-672-3650; www.frogcitycheese.com. When: late May–Oct. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for skiing; May–Oct for cycling, hiking; mid-Sept–mid-Oct for foliage; mid-Dec for Woodstock’s Wassail Weekend.
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A Dutch Foothold, a Delaware First

LEWES

Delaware

The little coastal town of Lewes prides itself on firsts. It’s “the first town in the first state,” the original settlement in what would become, in December 1787, the first state to ratify the new U.S. Constitution.

Originally founded in 1631, Lewes (pronounced LOO-is) began as a Dutch whaling station; that first settlement was annihilated in a dispute with the Siconese Indians, and a refortified, permanent town was established in 1659. The earliest of the many well-preserved, cypress-shingled buildings in the town go back almost as far: The ca. 1665 Ryves Holt House, a two-story former colonial inn, serving as Lewes Historical Society’s visitor center, is the oldest house in Delaware. Other historic buildings include a ca. 1700 early plank house in Swedish style, the handsome ca. 1720 Hiram Burton House, and an 1884 Coast Guard lifesaving station. The maritime museum occupies the 1765 Cannonball House, so named because it was hit in the April 1813 British bombardment of the town. One of the most striking structures is the Zwaanendael Museum, built in 1931 to commemorate Lewes’s tricentennial and to house exhibits on the history of the area; the building is modeled after the stadhuis (city hall) of Hoorn, Holland, and features such distinctively Dutch design elements as a stepped gable, carved stone work, and decorated shutters.
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The Zwaanendael Museum showcases the maritime history of Lewes and the surrounding area.

Lewes is an ideal walking town (include the short walk on the Savannah Road bridge over the Lewes and Rehoboth Canal), and there’s loads of great seafood, whether it’s grilled salmon on the porch at Striper Bites or the locally renowned crab cakes at Gilligan’s, a restaurant housed partially in a refurbished diving boat. Just east of town is Cape Henlopen State Park—one of the nation’s first public lands, a gift from William Penn in 1682. There you can see lighthouses (one dating to 1885) and WWII observation towers; watch for dolphins and whales or just stroll along the miles and miles of walking paths and ocean beaches to the sound of the waves and hovering gulls.
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Lewes’s sign of hometown pride.

WHERE: 86 miles southeast of Wilmington. Visitor info: Tel 877-465-3937 or 302-645-8073; www.leweschamber.com. RYVES HOLT HOUSE: Tel 302-645-7670; www.historic lewes.org. When: daily, mid-June–mid-Sept; otherwise check website. ZWAANEN DAEL MUSEUM: Tel 302-645-1148; www.history .delaware.gov/museums. When: closed Mon. STRIPER BITES: Tel 302-645-4657; www.striperbites.com. Cost: dinner $35. GILLIGAN’S: Tel 302-644-7230; www.gilliganswaterfront.com. Cost: dinner $40. BEST TIMES: May–Sept for weather; 1st weekend in Oct for Boast the Coast and Coast Time festivals; 1st weekend after Thanksgiving for Christmas events, tour of historical homes, and parade.

A Colonial Gem on the Delaware

NEW CASTLE

Delaware

Like many places on the Eastern Seaboard, the Delaware River town of New Castle has plenty of old buildings to show for its long and rich history. Unlike the vast majority, however, New Castle is both an historic treasure and a functioning town of some 5,000 residents. An exemplary model of historic preservation, its handsome 135-acre historic district has survived intact into the 21st century. The town dates to 1651, when Peter Stuyvesant founded it as Fort Casimir; it changed hands for more than 20 years as the Dutch, Swedes, and British captured and recaptured it. The British prevailed, and the new landlord, William Penn, first set foot on American soil when he landed in New Castle in 1682. A plaque near the site commemorates the event, and a statue of Penn stands near the Old Court House at the center of town.

You’ll want to visit the Old Court House, which served as the Colonial capital (1732–77) and briefly as Delaware’s State House until Dover became the capital. Be sure to peek at the old courtroom and the meeting room of the state assembly, where the Declaration of Independence was read. Pick up a brochure for the New Castle Heritage Trail to give you some guidance and background as you wander the brick sidewalks and cobblestone streets lined with centuries-old buildings. A main attraction is the Read House, the 22-room Federal-style home of a son of Declaration signer George Read (one of three signers from New Castle). Built in 1801 for the princely sum of $12,000 (about $2.5 million today), it features magnificent Palladian windows, rooms done up in a variety of period styles, and a Prohibition-era speakeasy, modeled after a German rathskeller, in the basement. The formal gardens, begun in 1847, are the oldest in the state.
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Intended to be the largest house in Delaware, the 1801 Read House was a feat for its time.

You can also get a taste of history—literally—at Jessop’s Tavern, a cozy spot in a 1724 building in the heart of the historic district. The menu aims at authenticity with “Dutch cheeses, English pub fare, Swedish sauces, and old American dishes.” In more modern surroundings, you can sample the area’s marine bounty at the renowned Hadfield’s Seafood, a fish market and take-out joint.

WHERE: 7 miles south of Wilmington. Visitor info: Tel 302-322-9804; www.new castlecity.net. OLD NEW CASTLE COURT HOUSE: Tel 302-323-4453. When: closed Mon–Tues. READ HOUSE AND GARDEN: Tel 302-322-8411; www.hsd.org/read.htm. When: closed Mon. JESSOP’S TAVERN: Tel 302-323-1812; www.jessopstavern.com. Cost: dinner $30. HADFIELD’S SEAFOOD: Tel 302-322-0900; www.hadfieldsseafood.com. Cost: dinner $12. BEST TIME: Many private homes and gardens are open to the public on 3rd Sat in May (www.dayinoldnewcastle.org).

All in the Family Fortune

THE DU PONT LEGACY

Wilmington, Delaware

No state is more closely associated with a single family than the small state of Delaware. Since shortly after Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours fled the aftermath of the French Revolution at the end of the 18th century to settle in the Brandywine Valley, the Du Ponts have been prominent in Delaware’s political and industrial landscape, and they’ve made many noteworthy contributions to the physical landscape as well. The first was the house and gunpowder factory established by Pierre’s son Eleuthère Irénée in 1802 on a beautiful wooded riverbank outside Wilmington; it grew into a 235-acre complex, and all of it is preserved today as the Hagley Museum. Visitors can take in such details as a fully functional 1875 machine shop, or in a more contemporary exhibit, they can try on a space suit or sit behind the wheel of the DuPont NASCAR #24. High above the Brandywine River is the tastefully appointed 1803 Eleutherian Mills, the first Du Pont home in America, which features memorabilia and, in the adjacent barn, antique autos from the Du Pont Motors car factory. Workers Hill offers a glimpse of employee life in the austere Gibbons House and Brandywine Manufacturers’ Sunday School.

A century after E. I. du Pont built his house, his great-grandson Alfred Irénée du Pont built one for himself in the area: Nemours, a 47,000-square-foot Louis XVI–style mansion on 300 acres, named after the family’s ancestral home south of Paris. It’s a gorgeous setting for unremitting extravagance. On exhibit are fine period furnishings; paintings dating back to the 15th century; and rare carpets, tapestries, and other examples of exquisite craftsmanship. Visitors can also have a look at his billiards room, bowling alley, and vintage Cadillacs, Buicks, and Rolls-Royces. As at other Du Pont properties, the formal gardens are superb. Nemours Mansion and Gardens can be seen only on guided tours.

Alfred’s cousin Pierre, former chief of both the DuPont company and General Motors, is famed for his Longwood estate (see p. 211) across the state line in Pennsylvania. He also created what is referred to simply as “the hotel”: the gilded Italianate Hotel du Pont, which opened in 1913 as grand lodging for visitors coming to Wilmington to do business with the corporation. A paean to European craftsmanship, this gracious Renaissance palazzo evokes the captains-of-industry era and the Du Ponts’ penchant for collecting.

HAGLEY MUSEUM: Tel 302-658-2400; www.hagley.org. When: daily, mid-Mar–Dec; Sat–Sun, Jan–mid-Mar. NEMOURS: Tel 800-651-6912 or 302-651-6912; www.nemoursmansion.org. When: closed Mon, May–Dec; closed Jan–Apr. HOTEL DU PONT: Tel 800-441-9019 or 302-594-3100; www.hoteldupont.com. Cost: from $159 (off-peak), from $259 (peak). BEST TIME: fall for spectacular foliage along the Brandywine.
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The Hagley Museum holds an annual car show.

The Riches of an American Country Estate

WINTERTHUR MUSEUM

Winterthur, Delaware

Winterthur, one of America’s most renowned mansions, was first conceived in 1837 as the relatively modest 12-room residence of Evelina Gabrielle du Pont, daughter of DuPont company founder E. I. du Pont (see previous page), and her husband, Jacques Antoine Bidermann, in the lush Brandywine Valley straddling Delaware’s border with Pennsylvania. The place operated as a farm, but E.I.’s great-grandson Henry Francis du Pont, an obsessive collector and passionate horticulturist, had other plans for it: He transformed it into the world’s premier museum of 17th- through 19th-century American antiques and decorative arts. Opened officially in 1951, the connoisseur’s collection of more than 60,000 items (later acquisitions have brought the figure to more than 85,000) ranges from exquisite furniture to fine porcelain to silver drinking vessels made by Paul Revere. Collections are arrayed in over 175 period rooms, most of which you can visit on tours led by knowledgeable guides. At Christmastime, expect to find several of the interiors lavishly decked out with historic holiday decorations—Yuletide at Winterthur is a beloved institution.

The estate’s garden, however, was H. F. du Pont’s first love: He studied horticulture at Harvard well before he began to collect; he even selected the house’s ever-changing textile arrangements and place settings according to what was in bloom outside. Today some 60 of the estate’s 982 acres are given over to magnificent massings of native and exotic plants. The gardens are located close to the museum and are accessible via the Garden Tram, which fills you in with a running commentary. You can expect to find something in bloom almost year round.
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The extensive gardens feature snowdrops, yellow Adonis, Chinese witch hazel, winter jasmine, and lavender crocus.

Not far away, on a former part of the estate, you can see where, if not exactly how, the other half lived. Montchanin Village used to be populated mostly by workers at the Du Ponts’ gunpowder mills; today it’s a meticulously restored luxury inn. The old 1850s barn houses the reception and gathering area; nine old residences have been divvied up into 28 rooms and suites outfitted with antiques and marble bathrooms. The old blacksmith shop is now the inn’s restaurant, Krazy Kat’s, one of Delaware’s best. The decor is whimsical, but the menu is serious, with such delicacies as grilled elk medallions with rabbit sausage.

WHERE: 6 miles northwest of Wilmington. Tel 800-448-3883 or 302-888-4600; www.winterthur.org. When: closed Mon. THE INN AT MONTCHANIN VILLAGE: Montchanin. Tel 800-269-2473 or 302-888-2133; www.montchanin.com. Cost: from $192; dinner $35. BEST TIMES: the Sun of the 1st full weekend in May for the Winterthur Point-to-Point Steeplechase Races; mid-Nov–early Jan for Yuletide at Winterthur.

Sailing Capital of the World

ANNAPOLIS

Maryland

Annapolis isn’t just the capital of Maryland, it’s also the self-appointed world headquarters of sailing, that breezy, brine-drenched activity that fills the upper Chesapeake Bay with billowing sails on a daily basis.

Begun in 1649 as a Puritan settlement, today Annapolis is a handsome case study in preservation, with over 1,200 restored and preserved structures in its eminently walkable historic district.

Some of the capital’s fame derives from its role as the home of the U.S. Naval Academy, established in 1845. Guided walking tours of the bucolic 338-acre campus along the Severn River start at “the Yard” and go on to the crypt of John Paul Jones—father of the American Navy—and Bancroft Hall, a 1906 beaux arts–style building that’s one of the largest dormitories in the world. The daily Noon Formation starts here, an assembling of midshipmen that is not to be missed.

And if all those boats in the harbor make you yearn to hit the water, head to the Annapolis Sailing School, the country’s oldest and most prestigious. Classes range from the popular “Become a Sailor in One Weekend” to courses in coastal navigation and powerboat cruising.

Back on dry land, hit the town’s high point with a visit to the William Paca House, a five-part Georgian mansion built in 1765 by a Revolutionary-era governor of Maryland. Its restored 2-acre pleasure garden unfolds in five terraces and is one of only two dozen formal English gardens in the U.S. To keep you in a Revolutionary mood, drop by for a tipple at the Middleton Tavern, where Benjamin Franklin and other luminaries gathered. But for dinner and the best views of the waterfront and the city skyline head to Carrol’s Creek, serving some of the area’s most memorable seafood. The ca. 1770 Georgian and Greek Revival town house that’s now the Annapolis Inn has just three sumptuous suites, but with its tireless attention to detail, this supremely elegant historic inn is more like a miniature five-star hotel.

WHERE: 30 miles south of Baltimore. Visitor info: Tel 888-302-2852 or 410-280-0445; www.visitannapolis.org. U.S. NAVAL ACADEMY: Tel 410-293-8687; www.navyon line.com. ANNAPOLIS SAILING SCHOOL: Tel 800-638-9192 or 410-267-7205; www.annapolissailing.com. Cost: from $475 per person for 2-day basic sailing course. When: Apr–Oct. WILLIAM PACA HOUSE: Tel 410-267-7619; www.hometownannapolis.com/tour_ paca.html. MIDDLETON TAVERN: Tel: 410-263-3323; www.middletontavern.com. Cost: dinner $30. CARROL’S CREEK: Tel 410-263-8102; www.carrolscreek.com. Cost: dinner $30. ANNAPOLIS INN: Tel 410-295-5200; www.annapolisinn.com. Cost: from $260 (off-peak), from $320 (peak). BEST TIMES: 1st weekend in Oct for Annapolis Sailboat Show (www.usboat.com); following weekend for U.S. Powerboat Show. During June Week, the Naval Academy’s yearly pregraduation celebrations, the town is packed.
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Developed as a tobacco port in the 17th century, the city dock is the center of Annapolis.

Windswept Beaches and Wild Ponies

ASSATEAGUE ISLAND

Maryland and Virginia

This long, skinny barrier island off the Maryland-Virginia border faces the restless Atlantic with 37 placid miles of sand backed by loblolly pine forests and salt marshes. Famous for its wild ponies, Assateague is home to a wide variety of wildlife, from sika deer (actually miniature elk from Asia) to migratory hawks that soar through in the fall. Two-thirds of the island is in Maryland, where a good portion of the 2.5 million annual visitors gain access. Assateague State Park offers 2 miles of gentle beaches and on the western side of the island, visitors use canoes and kayaks to explore salt marshes in Sinepuxent Bay. The rest of the Maryland section falls within the Assateague Island National Seashore, a wilder stretch of shoreline with backcountry campgrounds and a route for off-road vehicles (permits required) to the state line.

The southern third of the island consists of Virginia’s Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge (see p. 242), famous for the scruffy wild ponies that are its charming draw (technically, they’re actually stunted horses and not true ponies, but try telling that to a ten-year-old). It’s generally easier to see them on the Maryland side, where they tend to linger closer to the walking trails and roads and often roam the beaches in the evening. Most of the refuge is beach, accessible only by foot, and if you sign up for a tour with a park ranger you can see the ponies in a different light—sometimes up close and personal—during your walk through the wild.
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About 150 wild ponies wander freely on the island’s Maryland side.

Assateague can be crowded on summer weekends, especially given the Maryland end’s proximity to Ocean City with its wash of high-rise hotels, amusement park rides, and 3-mile boardwalk: If this isn’t your speed, consider a sojourn in the less commercialized town of Berlin, 10 miles inland, with a cluster of antiques shops and cafés and the town gem, the three-story Atlantic Hotel. The restored 1895 Victorian inn boasts an acclaimed restaurant and 17 rooms that combine armloads of Old World charm with New World amenities.

WHERE: The Maryland entrance to Assateague Island is 142 miles southeast of Baltimore. ASSATEAGUE STATE PARK: Tel 410-641-2120; www.dnr.state.md.us/public lands/eastern/assateague.html. ASSATEAGUE ISLAND NATIONAL SEASHORE: Tel 410-641-1441 (MD) or 757-336-6577 (VA); www.nps.gov/asis. CHINCOTEAGUE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE: Tel 757-336-6122; www.fws.gov/northeast/chinco. ATLANTIC HOTEL: Berlin. Tel 800-814-7672 or 410-641-3589; www.atlantichotel.com. Cost: rooms from $65; dinner $40. BEST TIMES: June and Sept for smaller crowds.

Quirky, Offbeat, and Wildly Fascinating

AMERICAN VISIONARY ART MUSEUM

Baltimore, Maryland

If the word “museum” conjures up images of endless hallways lined with armless statues and ornately framed paintings of long-dead dowagers, does Baltimore have a treat for you. Sandwiched between Federal Hill and Baltimore Bay on the south side of the Inner Harbor (see p. 120), the American Visionary Art Museum is one of the most interesting—and certainly most entertaining—art venues in the country.

By its own definition, the AVAM is dedicated to “art produced by self-taught individuals, usually without formal training, whose works arise from an innate personal vision.” Often called “outsider art,” this genre includes voodoo-inspired “shrines,” mutated Barbie dolls, and 55-foot-high wind-powered “whirligig” sculptures. From naive to downright bizarre, the museum’s 4,000-piece permanent collection and continually changing exhibitions will challenge, tickle, surprise—and even stun—you with the creative potential of the human brain and hands.

These creations fill six galleries in the three-story main building, whose soaring hand-cast central stairway by David Hess is an attraction in itself. The Jim Rouse Visionary Center and the Tall Sculpture Barn hold larger pieces, including, at different times, a life-size chess set of metal angels and aliens and a car covered with 5,000 psychically bent spoons and forks. The adjacent sculpture plaza is home to a multicolored 55-foot creation by the mechanic, farmer, and artist Vollis Simpson, while the selection in the museum’s gift shop is totally wacky and fun. Don’t leave without a bit of recharging at the museum’s third-floor Joy America Café. Its creative and delicious organic menu has been packing them in since the day it opened.
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The “Whirligig,” a 55-foot multicolored, wind-powered sculpture, stands at the front of the museum.

A whole slate of events challenges you to awaken your creative juices and design your own inventions during museum-sponsored workshops. The Visionary Pets Parade over the July 4 weekend offers awards for pet-owner resemblance and “animal least likely to succeed as a pet.” The biggest happening is the annual Kinetic Sculpture Race in early May, during which human-powered works of art—from solo ships to 50-foot vehicles—are piloted by “kinetinauts” over land, water, and mud. It’s part race, part moving art show, with prizes for originality, engineering, and finishing next-to-last.

AMERICAN VISIONARY ART MUSEUM: 800 Key Hwy. Tel 410-244-1900; www.avam.org. When: closed Mon. Cost: lunch at café $10.

Centuries of Masterworks

BALTIMORE MUSEUM OF ART

Baltimore, Maryland

The Baltimore Museum of Art’s collection of Matisse paintings is the largest in the world. They are just part of the 100,000-plus objects in its permanent collection, making it the state’s premier repository of art.

The Cone Wing, named after Baltimore sisters Etta and Claribel Cone, is famous worldwide for its collection of late 19th- and early 20th-century European masters, including Matisse, Picasso, Renoir, Cezanne, Gauguin, and Van Gogh. One room is set up to echo the Baltimore apartments in which the sisters began their astonishing collections.

Other highlights include the West Wing, which focuses on post-1945 artists like Robert Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol, and Jasper Johns, and the Jacobs Wing, fresh from a renovation and reinstallation, which houses paintings and sculptures by European artists from the 15th through the 19th centuries. Thirty-four modern sculptures by Alexander Calder, Henry Moore, Auguste Rodin, and others populate the 2.7-acre outdoor sculpture garden. The culinary feather in the museum’s cap is Gertrude’s, where you can enjoy a view of the sculpture garden while dining. Chef, cookbook author, and Baltimore native John Shields named the restaurant after his grandmother, who taught him the joy of cooking as a child, and the menu is filled with local delights prepared with organic ingredients.

Baltimore’s treasures don’t stop here. Begun by the father-and-son team of William and Henry Walters in the early 20th century, the Walters Art Museum has blossomed into one of Baltimore’s finest historic art collections. It spans 55 centuries—one of the few museums in the world to cover such a vast range—in over 30,000 objects, from ancient sarcophagi and Japanese armor to Fabergé eggs and Tiffany jewelry. The Walters’ Egyptian holdings are said to be among the country’s best, as is its collection of French paintings.

BALTIMORE MUSEUM OF ART: Tel 443-573-1700; www.artbma.org. When: closed Mon–Tues. GERTRUDE’S: Tel 443-889-3399. Cost: dinner $25. WALTERS ART MUSEUM: Tel 410-547-9000; www.thewalters.org. When: closed Mon–Tues. BEST TIME: summer for jazz series in the BMA garden.

At the Seafaring Heart of Charm City

INNER HARBOR

Baltimore, Maryland

Reborn three decades ago from a downtrodden industrial zone to become the city’s gleaming tourism epicenter, Baltimore’s Inner Harbor was a catalyst for the citywide renaissance of Charm City (where everyone calls you “hon”) and is now one of the liveliest destinations in the city. It’s still a working harbor full of prows and sails and sparkling white dress uniforms. On the west side of the harbor, Harborplace is chock full of stores and restaurants and has a handy visitors center at its northern end. Architect I. M. Pei designed the octagonal Baltimore World Trade Center that dominates the harbor’s skyline, but the real action is closer to ground level—or, more accurately, sea level.

Start under the three glass “sails” on top of the Baltimore National Aquarium, where over 14,000 animals live both above and below the waterline, from bottlenose dolphins and sharks to puffins and frogs. A new exhibit, Outback, showcases life Down Under and is the only one of its kind in America.

Three boats and a lighthouse make up the Baltimore Maritime Museum just next door. The U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Taney and the submarine USS Torsk both saw action in WWII; the former survived the attack at Pearl Harbor and the latter sank the last enemy warship of the war. The lightship Chesapeake and the Seven Foot Knoll Lighthouse, relocated from the mouth of the Patapsco River, both steered sailors safely into the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. A short walk west is the USS Constellation, a three-masted sloop of war launched in 1854 and the last vessel from the Civil War still afloat. Learn about life on board a 19th-century warship, then head 3 miles southeast of the Inner Harbor to star-shaped Fort McHenry, where shelling by the British on the night of September 13, 1814, with “rockets’ red glare and bombs bursting in air,” inspired local son Francis Scott Key to write the poem that became the U.S. National Anthem and still makes America’s heart swell. The fort was never attacked again.
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A significant Civil War ship, the USS Constellation has its home at the harbor.

For the best views of the Inner Harbor, head to the Top of the World observation level on the 27th floor of the Baltimore World Trade Center, or else make the short climb to the top of Federal Hill and bring a picnic lunch.

WHERE: innermost section of Baltimore Harbor, between Pratt and Light Sts. Visitor info: Tel 877-BALTIMORE or 410-659-7300; www.baltimore.org. BALTIMORE NATIONAL AQUARIUM: Tel 410-576-3800; www.aqua.org. BALTIMORE MARITIME MUSEUM: Tel 410-539-1797; www.baltomaritimemuseum.org. USS CONSTELLATION: Tel 410-539-1797; www.constellation.org. FORT MCHENRY: Tel 410-962-4290; www.nps.gov/fomc. BEST TIMES: early Jan for Chesapeake Bay Boat Show; late Apr for Baltimore Waterfront Festival.

Crab Town’s Gold Standard

OBRYCKI’S AND FAIDLEY’S

Baltimore, Maryland

Seldom is a city more associated with a specific crustacean than Baltimore is with the Callinectes sapidus, or blue crab. More than 2 million pounds of these spindly-legged side-crawlers are hauled in from the Chesapeake Bay every year, and a sizable chunk of them are merrily consumed at Obrycki’s, a family-run joint in the historic Fells Point neighborhood that’s been packing them in since 1944. What it lacks in atmosphere—bare tables covered with brown paper, anchored with a pitcher of beer and a bucket for scraps—it more than makes up for in the freshness of its featured specialty and savory recipes for all things crabby. This is the quintessential Crab Town menu, from a teeming platter of steamed crabs to crab soup, deviled crab balls, crab marinara linguini, and the house broiled seafood combination, piled high with enough fruits of the deep to sink a trawler. (Follow the local inclination to go heavy on the Old Bay Seasoning, invented in Baltimore by a German immigrant in 1939.)
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Fresh, delicious crab has been luring diners to Obrycki’s for over 60 years.

For another take on no-frills epicurean delights, head to Baltimore’s venerable Lexington Market, which claims to be the world’s largest continuously running market. Started in 1782, today it houses more than 140 merchants. You may be glad to come just for the sounds and smells.

Or head straight to Faidley’s, the seafood shop and raw bar whose all-lump crab cake has been called the best in the Chesapeake and perhaps the planet. Faidley’s still occupies its original location, where it was opened in 1886 by John W. Faidley Sr. It’s an egalitarian, stand-and-eat kind of place where you’ll share space at waist-high counters with cops, tourists, and smartly dressed business types. Faidley’s also serves delicious codfish cakes and scrumptious shrimp, but the crab cakes have always been the real draw. You go out on a limb when attempting to anoint Baltimore’s best crab cake, but if any place can claim the title, it’s this one. Grab a plastic fork and dig in—and cast your vote.

OBRYCKI’S: 1727 E. Pratt St. Tel 410-732-6399; www.obryckis.com. Cost: dinner $40. LEXINGTON MARKET: www.lexingtonmarket.com. FAIDLEY’S: 203 N. Paca. Tel 410-727-4898; www.faidleyscrabcakes.com. Cost: dinner $20. BEST TIMES: June–July for soft-shell crabs; Aug–Oct for hard-shell.

Ballpark Bliss and the Birthplace of the Bambino

ORIOLE PARK AT CAMDEN YARDS

Baltimore, Maryland

The Colts may have packed up for Indianapolis in 1984, but Baltimore’s pro sports fans scored big eight years later with the completion of Camden Yards, perhaps the best place in the country to catch a ball game. The former railroad center just four blocks from the Inner Harbor (see p. 120) was reborn as a retro–themed stadium with an arched brick facade and natural grass turf, uniformed ushers to show you to your seat, and a walkway behind the outfield peppered by the occasional home run. The black-and-orange-clad “Os” play 81 home games here from April through October—try to see one. The next-best way to take it all in is on a guided tour, which lets you experience firsthand the team dugout, the excitement of the JumboTron control room, and the clubby atmosphere of the press and suite levels. The emphasis is on history, from the days of local son Babe Ruth to infielder Cal Ripken Jr.’s record-setting streak of 2,632 consecutive games that ended on September 20, 1998.

Hot dogs may be the average baseball snack of choice, but true “Birds” fans know that the best sustenance in Camden Yards is at Boog’s Barbecue. John Wesley “Boog” Powell, all-star Orioles first baseman from 1965 to ’71, traded a baseball cap for a chef’s hat and now serves up the city’s favorite pit beef during home games.

Although he made his mark on history with the New York Yankees, George Herman “Babe” Ruth was one of Baltimore’s most famous sons (together with Edgar Allan Poe). He was born here on February 6, 1895, in a modest brick rowhouse just three blocks—one long fly ball—from Camden Yards. Two rooms in his grandparents’ house have been turned into a museum-cum-shrine to the baseball legend, filled with memorabilia, photographs, films, and taped radio broadcasts from his unparalleled major league career. A part of the museum’s collection was spun off in 2005 into Sport Legends at Camden Yards, an interactive museum next door to the stadium focusing on the Orioles and other Baltimore pro teams.

ORIOLE PARK AT CAMDEN YARDS: 333 W. Camden St. Tel 888-848-BIRD or 410-685-9800; www.theorioles.com. When: games Apr–Oct; tours Feb–Dec. BABE RUTH’S BIRTHPLACE AND MUSEUM: Tel 410-727-1539; www.baberuthmuseum.com. BEST TIMES: during Orioles home games, and on Babe Ruth’s birthday (Feb 6), when the Babe Ruth Museum offers free admission, a champagne toast, and birthday cake.
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Oriole Park at Camden Yards became the official home of the O’s on April 6, 1992.

Timeless Corner of the Chesapeake Bay

CRISFIELD AND SMITH AND TANGIER ISLANDS

Maryland and Virginia

The Chesapeake Bay’s mouth opens into Virginia’s Hampton Roads, one of the biggest, best, and busiest natural ports in the world. Up at the Maryland end, though, things are decidedly quieter. The sleepy town of Crisfield sits on a peninsula at the southern tip of Maryland’s Eastern Shore and has long been called the “Seafood Capital of the World.” Things come alive during crab season (April to October), when the docks are busy and crab-packing houses along the waterfront do a brisk trade. Together with nearby Smith and Tangier Islands (the latter is part of Virginia), it’s a time-warp kind of place where life revolves around the fruits of the bay, and boats seem as common as cars.
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In the language of the Susquehanna Indians, Chesapeake means “great shellfish bay.”

Set up base on terra firma, and revel in the rural bliss that pervades the Waterloo Country Inn in Princess Anne, about 30 miles north of Crisfield. The brick manor house was built in 1750 and offers just six elegant accommodations. It is surrounded by acres of its original farmland overlooking a tidal pond.

Leave everyday life even farther behind by heading just a few miles into the bay from Crisfield, to Smith and Tangier Islands. Each has been isolated for so long that residents still speak with the faint but distinctive Elizabethan broguelike lilt reminiscent of their forebears. Most visitors just take a ferry over for the day, but B&Bs and homestyle restaurants can be found on both islands and encourage visitors to linger and unwind. Tylerton, on Smith Island, has only 60 local folks, and the owners of the very special Inn of Silent Music are the only nonfishermen. Stay in their old-fashioned farmhouse surrounded on three sides by water, and you’ll long remember the serenity, the breakfasts of German apple pancakes on the screened-in porch, and that sinking feeling that comes with the thought of having to leave it all for the real world.

WHERE: Crisfield is 147 miles southeast of Baltimore. WATERLOO COUNTRY INN: Princess Anne. Tel 410-651-0883. Cost: from $125 (off-peak), from $255 (peak). SMITH ISLAND CRUISES: Tel 410-425-2771; www.smithislandcruises.com. When: May–Oct. TANGIER & CHESAPEAKE CRUISES: Crisfield. Tel 804-453-2628; www.tangiercruise.com. When: May–Oct. INN OF SILENT MUSIC: Tylerton, Smith Island. Tel 410-425-3541; www.innofsilentmusic.com. Cost: from $110; dinner $25. When: Mar–Nov. BEST TIMES: in Crisfield, 3rd Wed in July for the all-you-can-eat J. Millard Tawes Crab and Clam Bake, and a weekend in early Sept for the National Hard Crab Derby and Fair.

The Youghiogheny and the Great Outdoors

GARRETT COUNTY

Maryland

The far western tip of Maryland packs more outdoors options into one single county (Garrett) than any other in the state. Grab your gear and start at the top with rafting on the Youghiogheny (YOCK-uh-ganey) River, the hallowed birthplace of commercial rafting in the U.S. From Sang Run to Friendsville, the Upper Yough boasts a heart-pounding succession of 19 Class IV and V rapids in a 10-mile stretch, with rightfully intimidating names like Bastard, Lost and Found, and Meat Cleaver. You can breathe again when you hit the milder, but no less beautiful, Middle Yough, running from Confluence to Ohiopyle, whose Class I and II rapids are perfect for beginners and families. The Lower Yough, from Ohiopyle to Bruner Run, is the busiest section of white water east of the Mississippi, with Class III and IV rapids that are challenging without becoming overwhelming.

More serene waters beckon at the 3,900-acre Deep Creek Lake, Maryland’s largest freshwater lake, with 65 miles of shoreline to explore. Vacationers flock here in the summer and enjoy the chance to revel in the lake community’s old-time charm. Boating, naturally, is the most popular activity at this time of year, and it’s also the fastest and easiest way to get around: You can go shopping, to the movies, and even to church by boat. Hiking, camping, fishing, and mountain biking are excellent here as well. Seven state forests and parks also fill Garrett County, including Savage River State Forest, Maryland’s largest, and Swallow Falls State Park, named for the state’s highest free-falling waterfall.

Rockies veterans might laugh at Maryland’s only ski hill, the 700-foot-high Wisp Resort, but it proudly offers 32 slopes, some supplying handsome views of nearby Deep Creek Lake. Backbone Ski Farm, a working 530-acre organic farm in Oakland, at the foot of Backbone Mountain, offers 15 kilometers of maintained Nordic ski trails. Spend the day immersed in deep, pristine forests. Then collapse at the cozy Arts-and-Crafts Lake Pointe Inn on a private slip of Deep Creek Lake’s shoreline. All of the comfy guestrooms have views either of the lake or of nearby Wisp Resort.

WHERE: 180 miles west of Baltimore. RAFTING: Precision Rafting (Tel 800-477-3723 or 301-746-5290; www.precisionrafting .com) offers trips on the Upper Yough. Cost: daytrips from $115 per person. When: Apr–Oct. BOAT RENTALS: Deep Creek Lake Boat Rentals in McHenry (tel 301-387-9130; www.deepcreeklakeboatrentals.com) rents power boats from $250 per day. When: late May–early Sept. WISP RESORT: McHenry. Tel 301-387-4911; www.skiwisp.com. Cost: lift tickets from $30. When: Nov–Mar. BACKBONE SKI FARM: Oakland. Tel 301-334-5633; www.backbonefarm.com. When: Nov–Mar. LAKE POINTE INN: McHenry. Tel 800-523-LAKE or 301-387-0111; www.deepcreekinns.com. Cost: from $230 (off-peak), from $292 (peak). BEST TIMES: Jan–Feb for best skiing; Apr–Oct for good rafting; mid-Oct for the 4-day Autumn Glory Festival.

One State’s Thoroughbred Passion

THE HORSE SCENE

Maryland

Maryland’s zeal for all things equine dates back centuries. The first hunting hounds arrived from Europe in 1650, the Maryland Jockey Club was established in 1743, and the state sport—jousting—has also been a fixture here since colonial times, although the event itself has evolved from a bone-breaking collision of horsemen to a honed test of speed and skill.

Laced by white-painted fences along rolling green farms, northern Baltimore and Harford counties are unquestionably horse country. “Point-to-point” or steeplechase races start on weekends in April at private farms in the area. The third Saturday of the month is saved for the Grand National Steeplechase in Butler. The following Saturday is even bigger: the Maryland Hunt Cup at Worthington Farms, which holds the claim as the oldest steeplechase race in the country. Along with the English Grand National, it’s considered one of the two greatest in the world, and is widely thought to be the most difficult. Advance tickets are key to attending the 4-mile, 22-fence race and the attendant tailgate parties, where everyone seems to know everyone else and the bonhomie belies the money invested in these equine athletes.

The Maryland Jockey Club runs the Pimlico Race Course in Baltimore, the state’s oldest and most prestigious Thoroughbred track. It was here in 1938 that Seabiscuit made history by beating Triple Crown winner War Admiral. Thoroughbreds thunder down the one-mile, 70-foot-wide track from spring through fall, but the season peaks early, in late May, during the much-heralded Preakness Stakes, the middle jewel in the Triple Crown, sandwiched between the behemoth Kentucky Derby (see p. 413) and the Belmont Stakes in New York. The preceding week is one big party, kicked off by the Preakness Parade and the black-tie Triple Crown Ball, a virtual who’s who of Baltimore high society. On Wednesday, Charles Street is closed for the Flower Mart, with 200 vendors selling food, crafts, and, of course, meadows’ worth of flowers. The race itself is a raucous mix of T-shirts and beer in the infield and fancy dress and all manner of millinery in the grandstand. Over 150,000 fans ensure that even the standing-room-only tickets are in high demand.

MARYLAND JOUSTING TOURNAMENT ASSOCIATION: www.marylandjousting.com. MARYLAND STEEPLECHASING: www.marylandsteeplechasing.com. PIMLICO RACE COURSE: Baltimore. Tel 410-542-9400; www.pimlico.com. When: races Wed–Sat, Apr–July. PREAKNESS STAKES: Pimlico Race Course. Tel 877-206-8042 or 410-542-9400; www.preakness.com. Cost: from $20. When: 3rd Sat in May. BEST TIME: Preakness Week, the 2nd week in May before the Preakness Stakes, with concerts, fireworks, parties, and the Flower Mart on Wed.

Haunting Civil War History

ANTIETAM BATTLEFIELD

Sharpsburg, Maryland

Flush from his victory a month earlier at the Battle of Second Manassas (see p. 249), Confederate General Robert E. Lee set his sights on the heart of the Union in September 1862. But any thoughts of a quick invasion came crashing down on September 17th at the Battle of Antietam in Sharpsburg—the single bloodiest day in American military history. Like most Civil War battlefields, the site of the carnage is a peaceful scene of rolling farmland today, minus the countless monuments so prominent at Gettysburg (see p. 209). A self-guided driving tour leads to many sites that have entered Civil War legend, including the Cornfield, Burnside Bridge, and Bloody Lane. The Maryland Monument is the only memorial in the world to pay homage to casualties on both sides of a battle; two Confederate regiments and eight Union regiments came from Maryland.

Civil War buffs can decamp in the Jacob Rohrbach Inn, an 1830s Federal-style B&B that was used as a hospital after the fighting stopped. With just four rooms, it promises a personal experience highlighted by the smell of home-baked cookies wafting through the historic quarters on your return from sightseeing.

Or you can opt to stay at the Antietam Overlook Farm. The front porch views are just one of the 19th-century-style inn’s many lures: It sits at the center of a 95-acre mountaintop spread, with vistas that stretch to Pennsylvania, Virginia, and West Virginia. A very private getaway, it has five luxurious suites and a grand fireplace to stave off the chill of an autumn evening.

Antietam National Battlefield was the birth-place of triage, the first example of organized emergency battlefield medicine; and dozens of local buildings in nearby Frederick were turned into makeshift hospitals, one of which is now the National Museum of Civil War Medicine, located within its 30-block historic district. The museum’s displays and life-size wax figures explain the use of hospital trains and vividly describe the horrors of Civil War–era operating rooms. The city itself abounds in history: It’s where Lincoln addressed a crowd after the battle, and Clara Barton, who would go on to found the American Red Cross, had her first battlefield nursing experience.

WHERE: 80 miles west of Baltimore. Tel 301-432-5124; www.nps.gov/anti. JACOB ROHRBACH INN: Sharpsburg. Tel 877-839-4242 or 301-432-5079; www.jacob-rohrbach-inn.com. Cost: from $136. ANTIETAM OVERLOOK FARM: Keedysville. Tel 800-878-4241 or 301-432-4200; www.antietamoverlook.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $240 (peak). MUSEUM OF CIVIL WAR MEDICINE: Frederick. Tel 301-695-1864; www.civilwarmed.org. BEST TIMES: Sat after July 4 for Salute to Independence, when the Maryland Symphony Orchestra is accompanied by fireworks and live cannon fire; Sept 17 for special commemorations at the battlefield; 1st Sat evening in Dec, when the battlefield is illuminated with 23,000 candles, one for each casualty, placed by over 800 volunteers.
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A line of cannons serves as a somber reminder of one of the Civil War’s bloodiest battles.

Home of Maryland’s First Settlers

HISTORIC ST. MARY’S

Maryland

The Pilgrims had already landed at Plymouth Rock (see p. 64) when 140 English settlers waded ashore onto this unassuming, marsh-edged peninsula between the Patuxent and Potomac rivers in 1634 and became Maryland’s first colonists. St. Mary’s City was the original center of the Maryland colony and served as its colonial capital for its first 60 years (before the position was given to Annapolis; see p. 117). Today St. Mary’s is an outstanding 800-acre living history museum and archaeological park with costumed interpreters who demonstrate the skills of living in the 17th century, as archaeologists continue to unearth and reconstruct the original town site. The cruciform shape of the first statehouse now rises again over re-creations of Smith’s Ordinary (offering “dyett and drink”), a Native American settlement, and a reconstructed ship that brought the first settlers here from England, with costumed sailors aboard to answer your questions.
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Interpreters in 17th-century settings tell the story of Maryland’s first years.

St. Mary’s County grew rich on its fertile soil, and numerous manor houses built on tobacco fortunes still stand. Sotterley Plantation, a colonial port of entry from the early 18th century, was once allegedly lost in a dice game. Older than Monticello or Mount Vernon in neighboring Virginia (see pp. 239 and 250), the Georgian manor house that sits on a bluff overlooking the Patuxent River can be visited with guided tours from May through October. If you’re looking for a hotel with a similar piece of history, you’ll find it at St. Michael’s Manor. Built around 1805, it sits near Long Neck Creek on land granted to Governor Leonard Calvert in 1639 and is now an inn. Four guest rooms are decorated with quilts and antiques, and a working vineyard fills 3 of the property’s 10 acres.

At the very tip of the peninsula stands Point Lookout, where Confederate prisoners were held at Fort Lincoln during the Civil War. Point Lookout is now a state park, and includes one of the county’s three lighthouses. Across the Patuxent River in Calvert County is the town of Solomons, where the popular Calvert Marine Museum is worth a day trip: It holds the second-largest collection of fossils from the Miocene era outside the Smithsonian.

WHERE: 106 miles south of Baltimore. HISTORIC ST. MARY’S CITY: Tel 800-762-1634 or 240-895-4990; www.stmaryscity.org. When: varies; see website. SOTTERLEY PLANTATION: Hollywood. Tel 800-681-0850 or 301-373-2280; www.sotterley.com. When: grounds daily; manor house tours Tues–Sun, May–Oct. ST. MICHAEL’S MANOR: Scotland. Tel 301-872-4025; www.stmichaels-manor.com. Cost: from $75. When: Mar–Dec. POINT LOOKOUT STATE PARK: Scotland. Tel 301-872-5688. CALVERT MARINE MUSEUM: Solomons. Tel 410-326-2042; www.calvert marinemuseum.com. BEST TIMES: Mar 25 (Maryland Day); mid-June during the St. Mary’s Country Crab Feast; mid-Oct during the St. Mary’s County Oyster Festival.

Historic Charm on the Chesapeake Bay

TALBOT COUNTY

Maryland

On the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay, Talbot (TALL-but) County is a region defined by water, with pristine wetlands and quiet coves promising a slower pace of life. Start your visit at Easton, the unofficial capital of the region. Browse through well-stocked antiques stores and stroll the picturesque streets lined with gracious homes.

Oxford, one of the oldest towns in the state, is the perfect place for an afternoon amble past street-side gardens to the waterfront, and it’s a chance to enjoy one of the best-preserved Colonial settlements in the country. The Robert Morris Inn, built in 1710 as a home for a shipping agent, today houses 34 rooms. Dine at the inn’s excellent restaurant and enjoy the crab cakes that James Michener—who was a guest at the inn while writing Chesapeake—called “the best on the Eastern Shore.”
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You can sail right up to the Inn at Perry Cabin.

A ferry links Oxford to the Victorian village of St. Michaels, a busy ship-building center in colonial times. Today, yachts pack the harbor on summer weekends while the 1879 Hooper Strait Lighthouse stands guard. At the outstanding Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum at Navy Point, watch expert boatbuilders at work or aspiring students who learn traditional skills through an apprentice program. Everyone seems to wind up next door at the casual and fun (and forever busy) Crab Claw, whose hot spiced Maryland blue crabs are plucked from waters just over yonder.

Secure your boat-lover’s fantasy as a pampered guest at the Inn at Perry Cabin, an exclusive, romantic getaway in a proud 19th-century mansion right on the Miles River. Its 81 rooms are simply but handsomely decorated, and the elegant restaurant offers water views across the manicured grass.

Tilghman Island was first charted by Captain John Smith in the early 1600s. It is home to the largest working fleet of skipjacks on the bay. A seagull is your morning wake-up call at the Lazy Jack Inn, an 1850s waterfront home with views over the harbor.

WHERE: Easton is 63 miles southeast of Baltimore. Visitor info: Tel 410-770-8000; www.tourtalbot.org. ROBERT MORRIS INN: Oxford. Tel 888-823-4012 or 410-226-5111; www.robertmorrisinn.com. Cost: from $145; dinner $35. When: Apr–Nov. MARITIME MUSEUM: St. Michaels. Tel 410-745-2916; www.cbmm.org. THE CRAB CLAW: St. Michaels. Tel 410-745-2900; www.thecrabclaw.com. Cost: $12. INN AT PERRY CABIN: St. Michaels. Tel 800-278-9601 or 410-745-2200; www.perrycabin.com. Cost: from $390. LAZY JACK INN: Tilghman Island. Tel 800-690-5080 or 410-886-2215; www.lazyjackinn.com. Cost: $156 (off-peak), from $165 (peak). BEST TIMES: 3 days in May for the Mid-Atlantic Maritime Festival in St. Michaels; Aug for Tilghman Island’s monarch butterfly migration; late Oct for Tilghman Island Day.

Bert Parks Slept Here

ATLANTIC CITY THEN AND NOW

New Jersey

The city by the sea was created in the 1850s as a seaside escape and has worn a lot of hats over the years: from the glamorous 1920s (which saw the birth of A.C.’s signature event, the Miss America Pageant) to the 1930s (when the value of Boardwalk property lent the city’s street names to the game Monopoly) through the swingin’ postwar years (when Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis first teamed up at Skinny D’Amato’s legendary 500 Club) and on past the gritty 1960s to the post-1977 renaissance, when casinos saved the city’s life. Today A.C. is a pastiche of all those things, juxtaposing remnants of its golden era with the glam escapism of 21st-century resorts and a certain retro seediness that’s tantalizingly attractive.

Begin with the Boardwalk, that legendary stretch that started as a way to keep sand out of the tourists’ shoes and grew into a 6-mile, 60-foot-wide cultural icon. In 1929 (just months before the stock market crashed), The New York Times called it “a magnificent proof of America’s newly found wealth and leisure … an iridescent bubble on the surface of our fabulous prosperity.” Today, with its tangle of restored carnivalesque facades and tacky gift shops, the Boardwalk can create an irresistible urge to wear seersucker, ride in an old-time human-powered rolling chair, and eat saltwater taffy.

Inland, on Arctic Avenue, the little blue-and-white White House Sub Shop opened in 1946, naming its specialty in honor of WWII submarine crews. Back along the boardwalk, across from the Taj Mahal, the Steel Pier was once advertised as “The Showplace of a Nation,” presenting marathon dance contests, big bands, and a horse and rider who would jump from a platform into a tank of water 60 feet down. The original pier buildings burned in 1982, but today the pier’s up and running again, with dozens of rides and attractions.

[image: image]

Atlantic City has the longest boardwalk in the world.

Modern Atlantic City is, of course, all around. Far from the Boardwalk, the billion-dollar Borgata resort and casino opened its doors in 2003, setting a new A.C. standard with its sleek styling, luxurious rooms, 125,000-square-foot gaming floor, huge spa, and top-drawer restaurants, including the Old Homestead (a branch of the famous New York steakhouse) and Fornelletto (an upscale Italian restaurant from chef Stephen Kalt). Recent restaurant additions up the ante: Stand in line to enjoy the kitchens of Bobby Flay, Michael Mina, and Wolfgang Puck. Two large theaters bring in top-name acts and prizefights. Elsewhere in town, The Quarter (an adjunct of the Tropicana) and the Pier at Caesars are entertainment complexes full of theaters, restaurants, comedy and dance clubs, and upscale shops.

The Miss America Pageant, that annual celebration of swimsuits and world peace that got its start here in 1921, was never really the same after it dropped longtime host Bert Parks in 1980. In 2004 the pageant itself was dropped by ABC-TV and, after 84 years, moved out of Atlantic City for its glitzier rival, Las Vegas.

WHERE: 60 miles southeast of Philadelphia. WHITE HOUSE SUB SHOP: Tel 609-345-1564. STEEL PIER: Tel 866-386-6659 or 609-345-4893; www.steelpier.com. When: daily in summer; weekends only the rest of the year. BORGATA: Tel 866-MY-BORGATA (reservations) or 609-317-1000 (info); www.theborgata.com. Cost: from $119; dinner at Fornelletto $65, dinner at Old Homestead $65. THE QUARTER: Tel 800-THE-TROP or 609-340-4000; www.tropicana.net. THE PIER AT CAESARS: Tel 609-345-3100; www.pieratcaesars.com. BEST TIMES: Thurs in July and Aug for free jazz concerts on Chicken Bone Beach (www.chick enbonebeach.org); Aug for the Atlantic City Airshow (www.atlanticcityairshow.com).

A Victorian-Era Time Capsule “Down the Shore”

CAPE MAY

New Jersey

Cape May is the oldest seaside resort in the U.S., but its real claim to fame is its juxtaposition of Victorian country-town atmosphere and prime Jersey Shore location. In the mid-1800s it was a place for the elite to flee the summer heat, its salty air and cool breezes drawing vacationers such as Abraham Lincoln, P. T. Barnum, and Henry Ford. Scores of homes were built during this period, of which some 600 survived the great fire of 1879 and the century of development that followed.

Today Cape May is a rarity—the whole town has National Historic Landmark status, its 2.5-square-mile historic district lined with grand old dowagers whose gingerbread excess and wedding-cake colors now house shops, cafés, boutiques, galleries, and gaslit inns. Victorian froufrou abounds from the boardwalk to the backstreets, all best seen via a rented bicycle or one of the horse-drawn buggies that congregate around the Washington Street pedestrian mall.

The Cape May Migratory Bird Refuge, run by the Nature Conservancy, is a top spot for viewing rare seabirds. More than 400 species of migrating birds pass through annually.

Midway between the beach and the mall, the Virginia Hotel first opened in 1879 and continues to offer a sublimely Victorian hotel experience, with outstanding service. While the building’s exterior is maintained in pristine period detail, the 24 guest rooms are furnished in an updated classic style. The hotel’s restaurant, the Ebbitt Room, is consistently ranked among the state’s finest, serving regional American cuisine with international accents.

Nearby, the Mainstay Inn was among the town’s first B&Bs, and remains one of its undisputed gems. A dignified Italianate manor dating to 1872, it offers 14-foot ceilings, 8-foot chandeliers, and airy rooms that mix museum-quality antiques with 21st-century amenities. A stone’s throw away, the Chalfonte has been serving guests since 1876, and with its wraparound veranda and Victorian details is one of the most photographed buildings in town. Simply furnished rooms in the main hotel and two cottages have ceiling fans and louvered doors to stir up the sea breezes.
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Charming historic homes are a common sight during a stroll through Cape May.

WHERE: 90 miles south of Philadelphia. Visitor info: Tel 609-884-5508; www.capemaychamber.com. BIRD REFUGE: Tel 908-879-7262; www.nature.org. VIRGINIA HOTEL: Tel 800-732-4236 or 609-884-5700; www.virginiahotel.com. Cost: from $100 (off-peak), from $299 (peak); dinner $65. MAINSTAY INN: Tel 609-884-8690; www.mainstayinn.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $295 (peak). CHALFONTE: Tel 888-411-1998 or 609-884-8409; www.chalfonte.com. Cost: from $139. When: late May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: early spring and late fall for bird-watching; late Apr–early May for the annual Spring Festival and mid-Oct for Victoria Week, both offering tours of exceptional Victorian mansions not usually open to the public.

Dogs as Delicious as the Atmosphere

RUTT’S HUT

Clifton, New Jersey

Located in the heart of North Jersey’s industrial Sopranos country, Rutt’s looks like the kind of place your mother wouldn’t approve of—long and low-slung, saturated with the aroma of fried food. While much of the world makes do with boiled hot dogs, fans of Rutt’s know that for a truly sublime frankfurter, hot water can’t hold a candle to hot oil. Yes, that’s right: Rutt’s has been deep-frying its hot dogs since 1928, producing dogs that look like they’ve been savaged by wolves—hence their name, “rippers”—shredded, crisped, and oily on the outside, soft and tender on the inside. Top ’em off with some of Rutt’s legendary relish (made with pickles, carrots, and chopped cabbage), a splat of spicy brown mustard, or some chili for the full effect. Those with weak stomachs can order an “in and out dog” (dipped quickly in the fat) while those with castiron innards can order a “cremator,” cooked till it’s charred black. Head for the roadhouse-like taproom bar if you want to sit and wash ’em down with a beer. If not, lean on one of the stand-up counters near the long serving window and enjoy the view of I-21 and the parking lot.

WHERE: 417 River Rd. Tel 973-779-8615. Cost: $1.85.

A Garden State Park with a Grand Vision

DUKE FARMS

Hillsborough, New Jersey

Anyone who wonders where New Jersey got the name the “Garden State” has only to visit Duke Farms, a lavish 2,700-acre estate created by tobacco and hydropower magnate James Buchanan “Buck” Duke beginning in 1893. North Carolina–born Duke had first come north in the mid-1880s to open a branch factory for his family’s cigarette empire, and soon began buying up land in central New Jersey to re-create the farm atmosphere of his childhood. Within a decade, though, Duke had a change of heart and hired landscape architect James Greenleaf (an employee of Frederick Law Olmsted, designer of New York’s Central Park) to transform his property into a grand public park. By 1905, the estate encompassed a reservoir, five lakes, woodlands, fountains, arbors, and a series of carriage paths. Things took a more European turn over the following six years, as English landscape engineer Horatio Buckenham added more formal elements to the original vision. For nearly two decades, Duke’s park was open to the public, but incidents of vandalism in 1915 caused him to seal up the gates.

Buck Duke died in 1925, passing his property to his 12-year-old daughter, Doris, who would later add to her father’s legacy by creating a Japanese garden, an aviary for exotic birds, and a series of indoor display gardens, the latter open to the public beginning in 1964. It would be almost 40 more years, though, before the rest of the property—one of the largest private estates in New Jersey—would reopen to visitors.

Today, guests can once again marvel at the estate’s flora, as well as its 9 man-made lakes, 10 waterfalls, 18 fountains, 54 bridges, and several miles of walls constructed from locally quarried stone. Different tours explore the Dukes’ 67,000-square-foot manor house, showcasing its use of greenery and gardens; the 700-acre core of the grounds, with their historic buildings and nature habitats; and the indoor display gardens, in many respects the highlight of the whole estate. Beginning in 1958, Doris Duke spent six years traveling the world, assembling ideas and specimens for her 11 themed gardens, all housed in gorgeous Victorian-style greenhouses constructed by renowned greenhouse builders Lord & Burnham.

WHERE: 50 miles southwest of New York City; 80 Route 206 S. Tel 908-722-3700; www.dukefarms.org. BEST TIMES: select Sat in Apr–Oct for 7-mile guided bicycle tour; mid-Apr–Nov for outdoor garden blooms; Sept–May for indoor garden blooms.

Springsteen Country

THE JERSEY SHORE

New Jersey

The Jersey Shore is a state of mind. If you’re from the Garden State, it’s a continuum that stretches from childhood beach weekends through collegeage road trips and then right on back to vacationing with your own kids.

The original reason people started going “down the shore” (and still one of the main reasons today) is simple: humidity. In summer, the New York/New Jersey metropolitan area turns into one giant steam room, sending residents hightailing it to the Jersey Shore’s nearly 130 miles of beaches. Resorts and boardwalk entertainment districts boomed beginning in the late 19th century, and today the shore is a glorious mishmash, from hard-partying seaside bars, famous rock ’n’ roll clubs, and neon-lit boardwalk Americana to family-oriented beaches, beautiful lighthouses, and a whole galaxy of motels, inns, and summer rental properties.

The boardwalk towns are the heart of it all. Down south, near the very tip of the shore, Wildwood boasts a 38-block boardwalk with huge amusement piers, waterparks, carnival and arcade games, souvenir shops, tattoo parlors, pizza and funnel-cake stands, tram cars, and everything else you’d want from a great American boardwalk—including Skee-Ball, the classic arcade game that’s a cross between bowling, bocce ball, and darts. On one side of the boardwalk, Wildwood’s white sand beach is nearly half a mile wide in places, and packed with families throughout the summer months. On the other side, the town is full of beautifully preserved “Doo-Wop” architecture, a 1950s style that mixes space-age angularity with Caribbean and Hawaiian tiki motifs. With more than 200 Doo-Wop motels, restaurants, and shops, Wildwood is the grand high mecca of the style, and it’s even got a preservation league and architectural tours to prove it.
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A classic example of Doo-Wop architecture.

Twenty-five miles to the north, Ocean City’s boardwalk offers a calmer, more polite version of the same, with roller coasters, games, miniature golf, and the Spanish-style Ocean City Music Pier, which dates to 1928 and still offers everything from the Ocean City Pops to the Miss New Jersey Pageant—as good as pageantry gets in the Garden State since Miss America recently left Atlantic City for Vegas.

Considerably farther north, only about 90 minutes from New York City, Seaside Heights completes the trilogy of active boardwalks, advertising itself as “Your home for family fun since 1913!” Perched on a narrow barrier island between the Atlantic and Barnegat Bay, with only about four blocks from shore to shore, the town has a mile-long boardwalk that’s brimming with rides, games of chance, cotton candy and sausage stands, and raw bars. At the Casino Amusement Arcade, the wooden 1910 Dr. Floyd L. Moreland Carousel is one of America’s great remaining carousels, with hand-carved animals, 2,000 lightbulbs, and a 1923 Wurlitzer Military Band Organ providing the irreplaceable sound track.

Another kind of sound track—arguably the unofficial anthem of New Jersey—got its start even farther north, in Asbury Park. A major resort city from 1870 until WWII, Asbury had experienced such a palpable decline by the early 1970s that its mood influenced local boy Bruce Springsteen’s songs of desperation and redemption, spawning the “Born to Run” New Jersey zeitgeist. You can still hear the Asbury Park sound at the Stone Pony, a legendary rock club where Springsteen has made scores of appearances over the past 30 years, sometimes solo, sometimes sitting in with a local band.

WHERE: from Cape May in the south to Sandy Hook in the north. Wildwoods visitor info: Tel 800-992-9732; www.wildwoods nj.com. Ocean City visitor info: Tel 800-BEACH-NJ or 609-399-6111; www.njocean city.com. Seaside Heights visitor info: Tel 800-SEA-SHORE; www.seasideheightstourism.com. DOO-WOP TROLLEY TOURS: Wildwood. Tel 609-729-4000; www.doowopusa.org. When: late June–Aug. STONE PONY: Asbury Park. Tel 732-502-0600; www.stoneponyonline.com. WHERE TO STAY: The StarLux, Wildwood. Tel 609-522-7412; www.thestarlux.com. Cost: from $69 (off-peak), from $199 (peak). BEST TIMES: mid-Apr for Ocean City’s comedy-themed Doo-Dah Parade; late May for the giant Wildwoods International Kite Festival; late Oct for Wildwood’s Fabulous Fifties Weekend.

The Unknown Jersey Shore

SPRING LAKE

New Jersey

Spring Lake is only about 5 miles down the shore from Asbury Park (see above), but it might as well be on another planet. It has a beach, but it’s a quiet, peaceful, litter-free beach, with room to spread out and laze.

It’s got a boardwalk too, but it’s glitz-free, with nary a fast-food vendor or neon sign to be seen. Most folks are just out for a stroll or pedaling along on bicycles built for two, and maybe heading to Susan Murphy’s or Hoffman’s for an ice cream cone.

Founded in the late 19th century as a summer destination for New Yorkers and Philadelphians fleeing city humidity, Spring Lake developed into an upscale, quiet, mostly residential community. In town, the large, spring-fed namesake lake is stocked with ducks and surrounded by floral displays and walking paths, while nearby Third Avenue offers a shopping district full of small boutiques and interesting gift shops. On tree-lined streets, well-kept homes boast wraparound porches, big windows, and turreted roofs so emblematic of late 19th-century resort style.

Though it’s primarily a residential town, Spring Lake offers several wonderful inns and restaurants. Located right across the street from the boardwalk, the Breakers is a classic Victorian beachfront resort, with its boxy five-story architecture and long covered porch. Inside, 73 rooms have kept up with the 21st century, offering whirlpool baths and fireplaces. Three blocks north and a few doors inland, Sea Crest by the Sea is regularly chosen as New Jersey’s most romantic B&B, an 1885 Victorian whose eight large, themed guest rooms offer fireplaces, Jacuzzis, balconies, and big beds. To the south, across from the ocean and near the tip of the lake, the Sandpiper Inn’s downstairs restaurant, the Black Trumpet, is acclaimed for the cooking of chef co-owner Mark Mikolajczyk. Menus favor seafood and the freshest ingredients, prepared in an exacting style that shows off the chef’s training as an intern for New York City’s celebrated David Bouley.
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It’s just a short walk to the beach from the Sea Crest by the Sea.

WHERE: 65 miles south of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 732-449-0577; www.spring lake.org. THE BREAKERS: Tel 732-449-7700; www.breakershotel.com. Cost: from $100 (off-peak), from $220 (peak). SEA CREST: Tel 800-803-9031 or 732-449-9031; www.seacrestbythesea.com. Cost: from $320 (off-peak), from $370 (peak). BLACK TRUMPET: Tel 732-449-4700; www.theblacktrumpet.com. Cost: dinner $45. BEST TIMES: Tues in Aug for concerts in the park.

Hot Meals, Cool Decor, and a Waitress Named Jeannie

CLASSIC NORTH JOISEY DINERS

New Jersey

The diner is an archetypal New Jersey icon, keeping the tradition of greasy burgers, any-hour breakfasts, and home-baked pies alive. First appearing as horse-drawn lunch wagons that made the rounds of factories in the 1870s, diners eventually grew roots in working-class neighborhoods nationwide. In the early 20th century, companies started manufacturing them in prefabricated kits, and by the ’30s, you could pick your diner out of a catalog, send a check, and get the whole thing delivered to you—stools, stoves, dishes, and all—in about three months.

Of the ten major diner manufacturers, six were based in New Jersey, making the state the unofficial classic diner capital of America. Ideally, a classic diner should be prefab; it should be long and narrow like a railroad dining car (after which they were originally patterned); it should have a counter with stools (with leatherette booths optional); it should serve comfort food, preferably 24 hours a day; and it should be old, with as much of its original decor intact as possible.

The industrial areas of northern New Jersey, beginning just west of lower Manhattan and Staten Island and spreading inland for about ten miles, are a diner lover’s mecca. Start at the White Mana in Jersey City, which began life at the 1939 World’s Fair and claims to be the original fast-food restaurant. It’s round, with a circular counter and tile floor, and serves legendarily tasty burgers. (A second White Manna—squarishly shaped and retaining the chain’s original spelling—survives in Hackensack.) Not far from Manna and flanked by highways on all sides, the Bendix Diner dates from 1947 and is a regular stop for Jerseyites returning from Manhattan after a night out. A steel rectangle with a can’t-miss neon sign, it’s essentially unchanged since the day it opened. The same can’t be said for the nearby Tick Tock Diner, which is regularly named as Jersey’s best—some years ago its original 1949 exterior was covered over with an ugly chrome. The huge menu remains, as does the clock on the roof, surrounded by the diner’s insightful motto: “Eat Heavy.”

To the south, in East Orange, the double-size Harris Diner represents the move into the 1950s. It wins plaudits for its original steel-and-chrome exterior, its food, its booths with their individual jukeboxes, and its old-school waitresses.

Back in Jersey City, the Miss America Diner is another ’50s-era chrome-and-steel classic with a block-lettered neon sign on top and good, solid food within. For a last treat on your tour, head inland to the Summit Diner, built in 1938. It’s got a railroad-car exterior, deco lettering, and a wood-paneled interior with booths on one side and a long counter on the other. It’s easy to imagine some down-on-his-luck character straight out of a Frank Capra movie slouched here during the Depression, having donuts and coffee.

WHERE: northern New Jersey. COST: under $10. WHITE MANA: Jersey City. Tel 201-963-1441. WHITE MANNA: Hackensack. Tel 201-342-0914. BENDIX DINER: Hasbrouck Heights. Tel 201-288-0143. TICK TOCK DINER: Clifton. Tel 973-777-0511. HARRIS DINER: East Orange. Tel 973-675-9703. MISS AMERICA DINER: Jersey City. Tel 201-333-5468. SUMMIT DINER: Summit. Tel 908-277-3256.

An Aristocratic College Town

PRINCETON

New Jersey

New Jersey’s Princeton University and its namesake town have a similar feel—in but not of the Garden State—existing as part of the American aristocracy’s great old-money diaspora, full of Colonial-era architecture, leafy parks, and manicured gardens, all over-laid with the energy of a busy college town.

The place got its start in the late 17th century, when six Quaker families established a community near the King’s Highway. By the 1730s it had become known as Prince Town, named in honor of Prince William III of Orange and Nassau, and in 1756 was selected as the new home of the College of New Jersey, North America’s fourth institute of higher learning. As if that’s not enough, the town was also site of a major battle of the Revolution; hosted the Continental Congress for five months in 1783 (during which time Britain finally recognized U.S. independence); was home to two U.S. presidents (Grover Cleveland and Woodrow Wilson); and was headquarters for Albert Einstein from 1932 to his death in 1955.

The campus itself is gorgeous, a veritable garden of learning. At the main Nassau Street entrance, the 1905 wrought-iron FitzRandolph gate was designed by the great New York architectural firm McKim, Mead & White. The college’s first building, Nassau Hall, was constructed in 1756 as the largest academic building in the colonies, and today serves as the office of the university president. Other historic structures on campus include the gothic University Chapel, completed in 1928 and still one of the largest university chapels in the world; Alexander Hall, a venue that’s hosted speeches by William Jennings Bryan, Einstein, and Eleanor Roosevelt; and the mid-19th-century Prospect House, which served as Woodrow Wilson’s home during his time as the university’s 13th president

Near Prospect House, the Princeton University Art Museum, founded in 1882, holds a collection of more than 60,000 works ranging from Claude Monet and Willem de Kooning to extensive holdings of pre-Columbian and Asian art. Off campus, Nassau Street is the main strip, lined with boutiques, bookstores, and beautiful architecture.
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Princeton University was originally intended to train Presbyterian ministers.

Just to the north, Palmer Square offers high-end shops and restaurants and is home to the Nassau Inn, which has hosted everyone from George Washington to William Shatner in its 250-year history, first in its original Nassau Street home, then beginning in 1937 in its 203-room Colonial-style abode. Its Yankee Doodle Tap Room is named for the 13-foot Norman Rockwell mural hanging behind the bar.

WHERE: 50 miles southwest of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 609-924-1776; www.visit princeton.org. ART MUSEUM: Tel 609-258-3788; www.princetonartmuseum.org. NASSAU INN: Tel 800-862-7728 or 609-921-7500; www.nassauinn.com. Cost: from $259. BEST TIME: Sun for the Historical Society’s guided walking tours (www.princetonhistory.org).

Counting Sheep Along the Delaware

THE WOOLVERTON INN

Stockton, New Jersey

Perched on a hill above the Delaware River, surrounded by its own 10 acres of apple and maple trees and another 300 of forest and farmland, the Woolverton is the very paragon of romantic historic inns. Built in 1792 by mill owner and Revolutionary War veteran John Prall Jr. (and owned by the Woolverton family from 1850), the former manor house was converted to an inn in 1981 and carefully renovated to an historical ideal. Today, its 18th-century atmosphere is so complete that you half expect to see gentlemen in waistcoats and three-cornered hats strolling the gardens or ladies in petticoats swishing about its 13 rooms.

In the main 1792 building you can choose from eight individually decorated rooms and suites, some with whirlpool tubs and fireplaces. Around the grounds, the 1860s carriage house and barn contain five cottage accommodations for an even more luxurious experience, from the classic styling of the Garden and Audubon cottages to the high-beamed, lodgelike feel of the Hunterdon. Each has a private entrance, whirlpool tub for two, fireplace, king-size feather beds, and views of the sheep pasture, woodlands, or hillside.
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On the Woolverton Inn’s preserved farmland, you can feed the pasturing sheep.

Days begin with extravagant breakfasts, with specialties like apple cranberry turkey sausage, lemon ricotta pancakes, and thick maple-glazed bacon. From here you can repair to the long, gracious front porch with its rocking chairs and wicker love seats, or roam the grounds greeting the resident black-faced sheep. There are riverside biking trails nearby, and the lovely antique-rich towns of Lambertville and New Hope, Pennsylvania, are only five minutes away, with scenic Bucks County, Pennsylvania, just beyond (see p. 215).

WHERE: 70 miles southwest of New York City; 6 Woolverton Rd. Tel 888-264-6648 or 609-397-0802; www.woolvertoninn.com. COST: from $145 (off-peak), from $180 (peak). BEST TIMES: Sept–Nov for fall colors and great weather.

At One with Nature, Courtesy of America’s Foremost Outdoorsman

TOM BROWN JR.’S TRACKER SCHOOL

Waretown, New Jersey

In 1957, a small boy named Tom Brown met a young Indian boy who took him home to meet his 83-year-old grandfather, the Apache medicine man Stalking Wolf. It was a moment that changed Brown’s life. For the next ten years he stayed at Stalking Wolf’s side, absorbing his vast knowledge of nature, survival, tracking, and Native American philosophy. When Brown was ready, he left New Jersey and followed his teacher’s path, wandering from wilderness to wilderness around the Americas, learning from the land and surviving without the aid of modern tools. When he returned to civilization in the mid-1970s, he put his tracking skills to work finding missing persons and fugitives; wrote the first of 17 books (and counting); and opened a school to pass on Stalking Wolf’s wisdom to new generations. To date, several thousand students have accepted the challenge.

Though Brown himself has trained U.S. special forces and law enforcement officers, this isn’t one of those hard-core, gun-obsessed survivalist schools. In fact, it’s exactly the opposite. At its core, Brown’s school emphasizes living in a state of complete awareness, balanced and in harmony with nature. In all, the school offers more than 30 courses, from “The Standard” to intensive courses in nature observation, tracking, survival, scouting, natural healing, and philosophy. Days are long, typically beginning before 7:30 and going on until 10 or 11 P.M. Advanced classes are extremely hands-on, while the standard class balances long, detailed lectures with time practicing the skills you’re learning: building shelters using natural materials, finding water, harvesting wild edible plants, making fire with a bow-drill, tracking and trapping, and tanning hides. No animals are harmed during any of the courses—because it’s not necessary and would be disrespectful to the animals. That kind of spiritual connectedness is what Brown and his school foster, taking refugees from modern society and teaching them to see the world in an entirely different way.

WHERE: 85 miles south of New York City. Tel 609-242-0350; www.trackerschool.com. COST: weeklong classes from $800. WHEN: May–Dec at one of two camps near Waretown. (Jan–May at facilities near Fort Myers, FL, or Boulder Creek, CA.)

Top-Drawer Dining in the Garden State

THE RYLAND INN

Whitehouse, New Jersey

Though big cities like New York and San Francisco typically get the most foodie press, one of the nation’s best restaurants flourishes quietly in the hamlet of Whitehouse, New Jersey, inhabiting a meticulously well-kept 1796 farmhouse and former stagecoach stop. It’s the Ryland Inn, a critical favorite that’s been garnering rave reviews since chef Craig Shelton took over in 1991. In 2000, Shelton was named Best Chef of the Mid-Atlantic by the James Beard Foundation, while food publications regularly reward it with stars and high praise.

Sitting on 50 acres of hills and pasture, the restaurant offers three dinner tasting menus featuring Shelton’s innovative take on French-American cuisine, served in five beautifully appointed dining rooms. Just outside the kitchen, a 3-acre organic garden produces 150 herbs, 95 kinds of lettuce, 120 other vegetables, and two dozen fruits, which are picked immediately before use in preparing your meal. The garden provides both ingredients and direction for the menus, which adhere to the seasons—spring and summer menus are lively and full of color, with a profusion of herbs; fall and winter menus favor a deeper, more meaty palate.

Service is superb, going beyond knowledge and attentiveness to display an outright reverence for the cuisine, which might include dishes such as Atlantic bluefin with micro-cucumbers, crispy Maine crabmeat, uni, and wasabi; California squab and foie gras with Australian marrons, shaved green papaya, sassafras, vanilla, and Thai basil; and chanterelles ravioli with garden fava beans, lemon savory, and pinot noir. Expertly paired wines can accompany each course. The Ryland’s Bistro, located in its Buchan Room, offers a less formal menu and piano entertainment Sunday through Friday.

WHERE: 45 miles west of New York City; Route 22 West. Tel 908-534-4011; www.ryland inn.com. NOTE: At press time, the Ryland Inn was temporarily closed. BEST TIME: summer for the restaurant’s organic gardening classes.

Extravagant Isolation, Forever Wild

THE ADIRONDACKS

New York

The largest park in the continental U.S.—larger than Yosemite or the entire state of Massachusetts—the 6-million-acre Adirondack State Park is legally protected to remain “forever wild,” a debt owed to the tireless efforts of 19th-century lawyer-turned-surveyor Verplanck Colvin.

The park isn’t completely wild, but rather a patchwork of public and private lands covering 12,000 square miles in northeastern New York state. The mountains it’s named after are among the world’s oldest peaks, made of billion-year-old Precambrian rocks. An 1830s geologist, Ebenezer Emmons, gave them the moniker after a tribe of Indians who hunted here. (A more common legend has it the Mohawk scornfully dubbed the Montagnais, an Algonquian tribe that lived nearby, adirondack, or “bark-eaters.”)

A whiff of aristocratic cachet remains from when 19th-century masters of the universe with names like Whitney, Vanderbilt, and Rockefeller chose this roadless wilderness to build their “Great Camps,” with armies of servants in tow. Surrounded by primeval forests, mountains, and more than 2,500 lakes and ponds, the lakefront compounds blended luxury and rustic charm, using minimally worked logs, twisted branches, and decorative twigwork in what has become known as the Adirondack style.

Less than two dozen of these great camps have survived. And precious few operate as hotels, the most magnificent being The Point, a nine-building compound built in 1932 by William Avery Rockefeller on 8-mile-long Upper Saranac Lake. With its lavish guest rooms, the atmosphere of a house party prevails, with candlelit meals and an exceptional wine list. Forced into extravagant isolation happy campers spend idyllic days canoeing, fishing, or exploring the hiking trails that extend into the parkland.

A bit more budget-friendly, Lake Placid Lodge on the western shore of the lake is operated by the owners of the Point. Destroyed by fire in 2005, the 1882 camp is being reconstructed to resemble the original as closely as possible. The 1920s-era lakeside cabins are perfect for two, with stone fireplaces and antler furniture alongside modern comforts like feather beds and huge soaking tubs.

The village of Lake Placid, site of the 1932 and 1980 Winter Olympics, maintains its role as “Winter Sports Capital of the World” and includes an Olympic Museum. International athletes still train at its world-class skating rinks, ski jumps, and the world’s fastest bobsled run. Whiteface Mountain, scene of the downhill competitions, has the steepest vertical drop in the East as well as a trail system popular with families and beginners.

Mirror Lake Inn, a 128-room white clap-board, green-shuttered resort with one of the best locations in the country, is tucked away on 7 acres overlooking Mirror Lake. The mahogany and marble inn is more clubby than rustic, with private lakefront beaches to complement the region’s compelling winter sports (including dogsled rides). Famous for its signature Adirondack flapjacks, the inn offers the sanctuary of a plush spa.

Lake Placid and Saranac Lake are reached by way of High Peaks Scenic Byway (Route 73), a 48-mile stretch that winds through the Adirondack Park’s tallest mountains, including Big Slide, in the north. The Adirondack Museum at Blue Mountain Lake holds more than 2,500 works of art, including Adirondack scenes by major American artists Thomas Cole and Winslow Homer, and dioramas that bring to life a vanished world of logging camps, Victorian hotels, and hermit cabins.

WHERE: 250 miles north of New York City. Adirondack visitor info: Tel 518-846-8016; www.adirondacks.org. Lake Placid visitor info: Tel 800-44-PLACID or 518-523-2445; www.lakeplacid.com. THE POINT: Saranac Lake. Tel 800-255-3530 or 518-891-5674; www.thepointresort.com. Cost: from $1,350, includes meals and drinks. LAKE PLACID LODGE: Lake Placid. Tel 877-523-2700 or 518-523-2700; www.lakeplacidlodge.com. Cost: rooms from $400; dinner $50. OLYMPIC CENTER AND MUSEUM: Lake Placid. Tel 518-946-2223; www.whiteface lakeplacid.com. SUMMER STORM BOBSLED RIDE: Lake Placid. Tel 518-523-4436. When: June–early Oct. WHITEFACE MOUNTAIN: Wilmington. Tel 518-946-2223; www.white face.com. Cost: lift tickets $65. When: ski season, late Nov–mid-Apr. MIRROR LAKE INN: Lake Placid. Tel 518-523-2544; www.mirrorlakeinn.com. Cost: from $320 (off-peak), from $420 (peak). HIGH PEAKS SCENIC BYWAY: www.byways.org. THE ADIRONDACK MUSEUM: Blue Mountain Lake. Tel 518-352-7311; www.adkmuseum.org. When: late May–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: late June for Lake Placid Film Festival; early Aug for Lumberjack Days; early Sept for the Rustic Fair (sale of handmade Adirondack furniture) at the Adirondack Museum.
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At 4,715 feet, the views from Mount Colden’s summit are spectacular.

A City’s Most Famous Export

BUFFALO WINGS

Buffalo, New York

Anchor Bar near downtown Buffalo may seem like just another funky joint with a Harley-Davidson hanging from the ceiling, but the modest red brick building is the hallowed site where “buffalo wings” were born back in 1964. Teresa Bellissimo was in the kitchen when her bartender son, Dominic, asked her to whip up something for a bunch of ravenous friends. Ever frugal, she took chicken wings destined for the stock pot, threw them in the deep fryer, tossed them with melted margarine and hot sauce, then served them with blue cheese dressing and celery on the side. The impromptu dish spread like wildfire, becoming a beloved snack of choice in sports bars and family restaurants throughout the country, but true-blue wing devotees make the pilgrimage to this unassuming birthplace to experience the genius first put forth over 40 years ago.

In 2002, Buffalo hosted the first National Buffalo Wing Festival. Over Labor Day more than 25 restaurants from as far as Colorado serve 20 tons of chicken wings to 70,000 people, vying for the longest lines and prizes like Best of Show, Best Traditional, and the controversial Best Creative. Miss Buffalo Wing contestants must prove they know the difference between mild, medium, and hot wings—and recite Shakespeare to boot. The bobbing-for-wings competition gets pretty messy as goggled participants nab as many wings as possible from a kiddie pool filled with blue cheese.
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Since the first National Buffalo Wing Festival attendees have consumed more than a million chicken wings.

Buffalo locals are equally passionate about a dish called beef on ’weck, created by piling rare roast beef onto a hard roll sprinkled with caraway seeds and coarse salt and dipped in beef juice, topped off with eye-watering horseradish. The unique appeal of this hearty sandwich is best experienced at Schwabl’s, whose dining rooms haven’t changed much since 1942, down to the oil-cloth table covers and the waitresses in white uniforms and matching shoes.

Every year the much awaited Taste of Buffalo, the country’s second largest food festival after Chicago’s (see p. 493), gives 400,000 hungry folks the chance to see what else the city has to offer, from Cajun Crab Puffs to Beef and Sausage Gumbo.

WHERE: 398 miles northwest of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 800-BUFFALO or 716-852-0511; www.visitbuffaloniagara.com. ANCHOR BAR: Tel 716-886-8920; www.anchor bar.com. Cost: 10 wings, $11. NATIONAL BUFFALO WING FESTIVAL: Tel 716-565-4141; www.buffalowing.com. When: early Sept. SCHWABL’S RESTAURANT: West Seneca. Tel 716-674-9821; www.schwabls.com. Cost: beef on ’weck $11. TASTE OF BUFFALO: www.tasteofbuffalo.com. When: early July.

Prayer, Dogs, and Cheesecake

MONKS OF NEW SKETE

Cambridge, New York

Amountaintop retreat in the Taconic range of upstate New York just 2 hilly miles from the Vermont border, New Skete is a small religious community of Eastern Orthodox monks, nuns, and lay companions. They are known primarily to the outside world for two curious pursuits at which they have been remarkably successful and nationally recognized: German shepherds and cheesecake.

A bright red compound centered around a rustic chapel topped with gold-leaf onion domes so brilliant that local pilots use them as a point of reference, the monastery is a very special place where visitors are welcome to spend time in the meditation gardens, hike the 500-acre property, or join the twice-daily services when the Orthodox liturgy is chanted in a transcendental four-part harmony.

The monks, who started the contemplative community in 1966, believe that man is meant to be happy in this life, not just the next. To achieve economic self-sufficiency they began breeding, training, and selling German shepherds and inadvertently became superstars in the world of dog training with their cult classics, How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend and The Art of Raising a Puppy, which have sold nearly a million copies and generated so much demand for their puppies that requests are difficult to fill.

New Skete, named for one of the first Christian monastic settlements (in the desert of Skete in northern Egypt), became a rarity in the world of monasteries when, in 1969, it welcomed a group of nuns, who settled on a hilltop a respectable 3 miles away. Today the Nuns of New Skete have trumped their fellow brothers with the success of their classic New York–style cheesecakes produced in a calorie-laced array of flavors that are prized by local restaurants and fans in all 50 states.

Hundreds of visitors converge on the monastery in June when the nearby cross-roads of Cambridge has its annual Balloon Festival and the monks offer tours and demonstrations of dog training. On a Saturday in early August retreatants arrive (almost all return visitors) for the Annual Pilgrimage—time spent discussing issues that may range from the rewards of monastic life to the origin and history of religious icons.

Pilgrims are welcomed in modest but comfortable accommodations—men with the monks, women with the nuns, and couples with the lay companions (a third community of married couples). You can stay as long as you please, doing whatever you’d like, whether reading, praying, pulling weeds, helping socialize the puppies, or giving a hand in the kitchen.

WHERE: 40 miles northeast of Albany. Tel 518-677-3928; www.newsketemonks.com. When: closed Mon. Cost: accommodations $50 per night, includes meals. NUNS OF NEW SKETE: Tel 518-677-3810; www.newskete.com. BEST TIMES: early June for Balloon Festival; early Aug for Pilgrimage.

Of Borscht and Buddha

THE CATSKILLS

New York

With a wild beauty that captured the imagination of great painters like Thomas Cole, the Catskills have been an on-again, off-again vacation destination for 200 years. In the 19th century, trains from New York City made it an easy way to escape the beastly summer heat, still a motivator for the ever-growing numbers of weekenders and second-home hunters looking for the last great deal.

In the 20th century, European immigrants found the Catskills’ scenic beauty reminiscent of the old country. Sullivan County became the center of the summer Borscht Belt universe with primarily Jewish bungalow colonies, all-you-can-eat buffets, mambo nights, and expansive family resorts like Browns, the Concord, and Grossingers, where Mel Brooks and Sid Caesar got their starts. At the southern edge of the Catskill Forest Park, Delaware County is still very much a farming community whose “cow country” authenticity is an irresistible lure for city sophisticates, while at the northernmost reaches of the park, Greene County holds some of the most dramatic peaks and the best skiing in winter.

But today it’s the very heart of the Catskills in Ulster County that appeals most to urbanites looking for a Walden Pond escape, with beautiful mountain interiors of deep forests and hidden waterfalls. Woodstock, where Bob Dylan and The Band hung out in the ’60s, is the Catskills’ most famous town, best known for the 1969 rock concert. Woodstock has had a bohemian streak since the early 1900s, when artists, writers, and alternative thinkers settled here. Today its tie-dyed heritage is slowly giving way to the film-and-fashion crowd most evident during the Woodstock Film Festival, considered one of the best independent film festivals in the country.

Meanwhile, to the south, Bethel has gotten a high dose of style and culture with the new Bethel Woods Center for the Arts, a 4,800-seat summer pavilion with space on the lawn for 12,000 more. They come for the variety of artists and musical styles, from an annual jazz festival to contemporary pop artists, as well as rock, country, and classical concerts. Bethel also has a hall dedicated to the 1969 Woodstock concert, telling its story and influence on American culture.

Spiritual seekers are drawn to the special energy of these mountains and have created numerous ashrams, yoga camps, and Buddhist retreats. Zen Mountain Monastery offers traditional Zen training in a rustic Japanese-style structure where students sleep in a five-bunk dormitory and rise at 5:30 to join 60-odd Buddhist monks for morning meditation. During themed weekend retreats guests learn how to apply mindfulness to walking, calligraphy, even computer programming. The nearby Menla Mountain Retreat (affiliated with the Tibet House in New York City) also holds retreats, led by the likes of Tibetan Buddhist Robert Thurman (father of Uma).

Those who bond with nature while hip-high in cold mountain springs will want to make a pilgrimage to the Beaverkill River, the birthplace of American dry-fly fishing and possibly the most famous trout stream in the U.S. It is the raison d’être for the Beaverkill Valley Inn, a classic 20-room trout fishing lodge (with a mile of frontage on the Beaverkill). Anglers are only a quick cast away from the revered Wulff Fly Fishing School, founded by American fly-fishing icon Lee Wulff. Since his death, his wife Joan carries on, teaching everything from trout fishing basics to advanced casting techniques.

For those who prefer their great outdoors with refined indoor comforts, the Emerson Resort and Spa is the Catskills’ best destination. Recently rebuilt after a fire, it offers luxury suites and a Silk Road–themed spa with Ayurvedic treatments. It’s “adults only” in the sleek spa wing, but the new Lodge across the street provides a perfect family holiday. Along with hiking, biking, and fishing, there’s tubing—a nice, slow ride down the dancing Esopus Creek in a big fat inner tube.

WHERE: 100 miles northwest of New York City. Catskills visitor info: Tel 800-NYS-CATS or 518-943-3223; www.catskillvacation.net. Ulster County visitor info: Tel 800-342-5826 or 845-340-3566; www.ulstertourism.info. WOODSTOCK FILM FESTIVAL: Tel 845-679-4265; www.woodstockfilmfestival.com. Cost: from $7 for individual films; $750 for full pass, includes screenings, panels, and parties. When: 4 days in early Oct. BETHEL WOODS CENTER: Tel 866-781-2922; www.bethel woodscenter.org. Cost: from $15 for lawn seats. When: schedule varies; check website. ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY: Mt. Tremper. Tel 845-688-2228; www.mro.org/zmm. Cost: $250 for 2-nights, includes meals. MENLA MOUNTAIN RETREAT: call Tibet House in NYC, tel 212-807-0563; www.menla.org. Cost: from $290 per person for 2 nights, includes meals; When: retreats July–Dec. BEAVERKILL VALLEY INN: Lew Beach. Tel 845-439-4844; www.beaverkillvalley.com. Cost: from $152 (off-peak), from $236 (peak), includes meals. WULFF FLY FISHING SCHOOL: Livingston Manor. Tel 800-328-3638 or 845-439-5020; www.royalwulff.com. Cost: $625 for 2-day course. When: Apr–June. THE EMERSON RESORT AND SPA: Tel 877-688-2828 or 845-688-2828; www.emerson resort.com. Cost: lodge from $183. BEST TIMES: Apr–mid-Oct for trout fishing; Oct for Woodstock Film Festival; mid-Oct for peak foliage.

Inspiring Marriage of Intellect and Spirit

CHAUTAUQUA INSTITUTION

Chautauqua, New York

One of the few utopian-minded communities to survive to the present day, Chautauqua Institution is a 750-acre lakeside Victorian village founded in 1874 by a Methodist bishop and an Akron industrialist who believed that everyone has a right to learning. Peculiarly American in character for its optimistic emphasis on self-improvement, Chautauqua Assembly (as it was called) started as an experimental summer camp for Sunday School teachers and quickly broadened to include lectures by experts on academic topics, inspirational talks, and performances of the arts for anyone who attended. Immortalized in the 1970s cult classic Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert Pirsig, Chautauqua is more than just a place on the map, it is an imaginative ideal of arts and learning. President Ulysses S. Grant came here as a participant; future president Bill Clinton spoke here as a young governor of Arkansas; and Franklin D. Roosevelt delivered his historic “I hate war” speech here.

Today 145,000 people attend at least one event during the nine-week-long summer season. Each week has its own theme, tending toward weighty subjects such as the obligations of citizenship and global climate change. Any given day might include lectures by experts, addresses by divinity professors, performances of Anton Chekov’s The Cherry Orchard by the Chautauqua Conservatory Theatre, or a concert by a big name like Lyle Lovett. The heart of Chautauqua programming is the resident symphony, ballet, and opera companies that perform on rotating nights in the 5,000-seat open-air amphitheater.

Visitors who start with an overnight visit find the blend of intellectual stimulation, spiritual growth, and natural beauty so refreshing they often return for longer stays.

The most comfortable place to stay is the Athenaeum Hotel, an elaborate 15-room Victorian grande dame built in 1881 with plenty of rocking chairs overlooking a sweep of lawn that unfolds down to the shores of Lake Chautauqua.

WHERE: 75 miles southwest of Buffalo. Tel 800-836-ARTS or 716-357-6200; www.chautauqua-inst.org. Cost: 1-day ticket $25 (excludes theatre, opera, special concerts); weekly pass including all events $290. When: late June–Aug. ATHENAEUM HOTEL: Tel 800-821-1881 or 716-357-4444; www.athenaeum-hotel.com. Cost: from $317, includes meals for 2. When: late June–Aug.

Baseball, Bel Canto, and Bucolic Charm

COOPERSTOWN

New York

Agracious, tree-lined village amid upstate New York’s woodlands, Cooperstown sits proudly stuck in time on the southern tip of placid Otsego Lake, a hill-ringed lake so crystal clear it is the source of the town’s drinking water. According to legend, it was here, in 1839, that Abner Doubleday laid out the dimensions of a diamond and originated the game of baseball—a distinction that’s made the town a pilgrimage site for baseball lovers and home of the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum. Set in a modest three-story brick building on the town’s four-block-long Main Street, the museum’s collection runs the gamut from Joe DiMaggio’s locker and Brooks Robinson’s glove to Babe Ruth’s “Called Shot” bat from the 1932 World Series—in all, some 36,000 objects.

An unusually handsome small town with a year-round population of 2,000, Cooperstown draws throngs of tourists each summer, but they’re not all here for the baseball.

Every July and August since 1975, Cooperstown hosts the prestigious Glimmerglass Opera, an acclaimed festival that blends classic repertory with operatic rarities, Rossini to Janacek, performed by a renowned cast. An intimate, acoustically perfect 900-seat house has walls that open to views of surrounding farmland. Nineteenth-century novelist James Fenimore Cooper, son of the New Jersey transplant who founded Cooperstown in 1786, referred to Otsego Lake as “Glimmerglass,” and thus the festival’s name.

Artifacts from the younger Cooper’s life can be found at the Fenimore Art Museum, a 1930s neo-Georgian mansion on Lake Otsego, along with an exceptional collection of North American Indian Art. The museum also holds a world-class collection of folk art and a sterling collection of Hudson River artists like Thomas Cole.

The Farmers’ Museum across the street is the granddaddy of all living history museums, an imaginary farm community made up of early 19th-century buildings—general store, doctor’s office, printer—that offers a rich portrait of the life of early rural Americans. Founded in 1943 by the Clark family, heirs to the Singer sewing machine fortune and the town’s benefactors (now in their fifth generation), the museum is staffed by skilled guides in costume, with real cows and sheep as extras.

Amid it all sits the Inn at Cooperstown, a fine example of Second Empire architecture from 1874. The aroma of fresh-baked muffins and breads heightens the atmosphere of this warm and friendly B&B. For the grandest accommodation in town, head to the expansive Federal-style Otesaga Resort Hotel, commissioned in 1909 by the Clark family. Much has been made of its 400 windows, unrivaled lakefront setting, and venerable 18-hole Leatherstocking Golf Course, designed by Devereaux Emmet nearly a century ago. Short by today’s standards (6,416 yards from the back tees), Leatherstocking provides plenty of challenge with its hills and its famed island tee on the 18th hole.

WHERE: 65 miles west of Albany. Visitor info: Tel 607-547-9983; www.cooperstown chamber.org. BASEBALL HALL OF FAME: Tel 888-HALL-OF-FAME or 607-547-7200; www.baseballhalloffame.org. GLIMMERGLASS OPERA: Tel 607-547-2255; www.glimmer glass.org. Cost: from $26. When: July–Aug. FENIMORE ART MUSEUM: Tel 888-547-1450 or 607-547-1400; www.fenimoreartmuseum.org. When: daily, June–Sept; Tues–Sun, Apr–May and Oct–Dec. FARMERS’ MUSEUM: Tel 888-547-1450 or 607-547-1450, www.farmers museum.org. When: closed Nov–Mar except for holiday events (see website). THE INN AT COOPERSTOWN: Tel 607-547-5756; www.innatcooperstown.com. Cost: $108 (off-peak), $198 (peak). OTESAGA RESORT: Tel 800-348-6222 or 607-544-2502; www.otesaga.com. Cost: from $410 (off-peak), from $465 (peak), includes breakfast and dinner. When: mid-Apr–mid-Nov. BEST TIMES: 3rd weekend in July for the National Baseball Hall of Fame Game and induction ceremonies; 1 night in mid-Dec for the Candlelit Evening at the Farmer’s Museum.
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In 1939 the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum held its first induction ceremony.

A Mesmerizing Blend of Art, History, and Science

CORNING MUSEUM OF GLASS

Corning, New York

A priceless treasury in the heart of New York’s scenic Finger Lakes region (see p. 149), the Corning Museum of Glass holds the world’s most comprehensive collection of historic and art glass, showcasing 3,500 years of glassmaking history from around the globe. It is, quite literally, dazzling, and even if you don’t think you have an interest in glass, you will by the time you leave. The best of its kind in the country, the Corning Museum of Glass is New York’s third-largest tourist destination, after New York City and Niagara Falls.

The museum was founded by the Corning Glass Works in 1950; it’s a nonprofit institution with a broader mission than just showcasing its own wares: it aims to preserve and expand the world’s understanding of glass from an artistic, historic, and scientific perspective.

Tilting sheets of glass hung on delicate steel spider supports form the dramatic entrance to the 120,000-square-foot museum. Inside, the galleries follow glassmaking from antiquity through the grand factories of Europe, then America (including a section on the history of glassmaking in Corning, where Steuben glass originated), and finally, to the American Studio Glass Movement in 1962, where for the first time individual artists could complete all stages of glassmaking themselves. Highlights include a 3,400-year-old glass portrait of an Egyptian pharaoh, an 11-foot-high Tiffany window from 1905, and a table-long glass boat cut by Baccarat in 1900.

Kids gravitate to the Glass Innovation Center, three pavilions that explore the fascinating nexus of glass and science through exhibits like a 200-inch telescope, a walk-on glass floor that illustrates the story of strengthened glass in the 20th century, and a tower made of casserole dishes telling about the lucky accident that made the famed oven-proof dishes possible.

Glassblowing demonstrations go on all day as master glassworkers take gobs of hot molten glass and transform them into beautiful bowls and vases on a stage floating above the Steuben factory floor. Steuben glass—everything from miniature animals to large ornamental pieces—commands high prices because each piece, entirely handmade, is considered a unique work of art.

To experience the thrill of glassmaking yourself, don a pair of safety glasses at Walk-in Workshops and make your own glass flowers, paperweights, or Christmas ornaments. The Studio, one of the finest glassmaking schools in the world, also offers classes taught by master glassmakers and artists and ranging from one-day workshops for families to two-week intensives.

The Sculpture Gallery presents large works of contemporary art in glass and mixed media from the late 1960s to the present, including artists like Dale Chihuly (see p. 903). Finally in the GlassMarket, you can purchase glass objects ranging from trinkets to masterworks.

WHERE: 74 miles west of Binghamton; 1 Museum Way. Tel 800-732-6845 or 607-937-5371; www.cmog.org.

A Slow Float Through History

THE ERIE CANAL

New York

The magic of piloting your own canal boat on the Erie Canal means moving at a 19th-century pace—6 miles per hour, to be precise. Opened in 1825, the Erie Canal was a 363-mile engineering marvel with 83 locks connecting Buffalo, on Lake Erie, to Albany on the Hudson River. The brainchild of Govenor DeWitt Clinton, the canal was initially derided as “Clinton’s Ditch,” but once built, it spurred unprecedented economic development in both the Great Lakes region and New York City, and along its entire length.

The mules (immortalized in song “I’ve got a mule, her name is Sal”) that once pulled barges are gone, but the canal and 34 locks are still there, intersecting with three lateral canals—the Champlain, Oswego, and Cayuga-Seneca. Today, pleasure boats, tour boats, cruise ships, canoes, and kayaks ply their waters.
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When the Erie Canal was first completed, it had 83 locks, each 90 by 15 feet.

Mid-Lakes Navigation—a family-owned company that has been running cruises since the 1960s and began making its own European-style canal boats in the 1980s—runs a popular three-day cruise. Up to 42 people sightsee by boat during the day, eat on board, and sleep on land at hotels.

But the most adventuresome way to experience the canal is to captain your own rented boat for a week, piloting it through locks where the water level is raised or lowered before you enter the next section of canal. Powered by a 50-hp diesel engine, canal boats float calmly past fields and woodlands and 19th-century towns with museums and shops to explore. The mirror-still waters reflect bridges and farmhouses, as herons fly over-head and kids wave from smalltown landings.

You can hike and bike along most of the old towpaths where mules once hauled the barges. Whether by foot or by car, the Mohawk Towpath Scenic Byway follows both the Erie Canal and the Mohawk River from Schenectady to Waterford (north of Albany). The Erie-Champlain Boat Company in Waterford rents out European-style canal boats for explorations of the eastern stretch of the Erie Canal (from Waterford to Oneida Lake) and the Champlain Canal north to Lake Champlain.

CANAL INFO: Tel 800-422-6254 or 518-436-2700; www.canals.state.ny.us. MID-LAKES NAVIGATION: Macedon Landing. Tel 800-545-4318 or 315-685-8500; www.mid lakesnav.com. Cost: $659 per person, double occupancy, for 3-day cruise, includes meals and hotels; charters from $2,300 a week. When: June–Oct for cruises, May–Oct for charters. MOHAWK TOWPATH SCENIC BYWAY: Tel 518-383-8565; www.mohawktowpath .homestead.com. ERIE-CHAMPLAIN BOAT COMPANY: Waterford. Tel 518-432-6094; www.eccboating.com. Cost: from $530 a day. When: May–Oct. BEST TIMES: June–July; Sept–Oct for foliage.

World-Class Wines and Small-Town Americana

FINGER LAKES

New York

The Iroquois attributed these long, relatively narrow lakes to the Great Spirit, who laid his hands in blessing on this particularly beautiful area of upstate New York. Unless the Great Spirit had eleven fingers, though, it’s more likely that glacier activity carved them out eons ago. Most are deep—Cayuga and Seneca, the two largest, are 400 and 632 feet deep respectively and about 37 miles long and framed by steeply sloping banks. The parallel lakes cover an area no more than 100 miles across in a bucolic region where farm stands still work on the honor system, and the sleepy Main Streets of 19th-century towns like Geneva, Skaneateles, and Hammondsport invite strolling and antique-hunting.

The American women’s rights movement was born in Seneca Falls on July 19, 1848. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a local mother of three, organized the first Women’s Rights Convention (whose Declaration of Sentiments declared that “all men and women are created equal”); today the town’s Women’s Rights National Historic Park includes Stanton’s house. A whiff of the region’s countercultural tendencies can be found in Ithaca, home to Ithaca College and Cornell University on Cayuga Lake. Boats crisscross the lakes, and you can jump aboard the 48-foot postal boat that services Skaneateles Lake, one of the country’s last water routes for mail delivery.

With soil and topography that mimic the best of the German winegrowing districts, the Finger Lakes “boutique” vineyards—today numbering more than 100—are recognized as some of the country’s best, especially for their Rieslings and chardonnays. Six wine trails lead visitors to wineries and picnic areas with spectacular lake views, but the most heavily traveled is Keuka, considered by many to be the prettiest of the lakes. Keuka Wine Trail includes the pioneering Dr. Konstantin Frank’s Vinifera Wine Cellars, outside Hammondsport, and nearby Pleasant Valley Wine Company, whose eight historic stone buildings and lavish visitor center add up to one of the best tours in the region. Taste with abandon on the Wine Tour Trolley of Seneca Lake, a seven-hour romp leaving from Geneva, with five stops including Standing Stone, one of the region’s best wineries, and let the trolley’s designated driver get you back to your lodgings.

[image: image]

The Finger Lakes area is New York’s largest wine-producing region.

Seneca Lake is the location of Geneva on the Lake, a 1910 hotel inspired by a rural Roman villa with a beautiful expanse of parterre garden leading to the lakeside pool. At ice blue Skaneateles Lake—the highest of the Finger Lakes and among the cleanest in the country—the Mirbeau Inn and Spa is a Francophile’s dream of mud wraps and Vichy-water scrubs, with an exceptional restaurant and lily ponds straight out of a Monet painting.

Along Cayuga Lake Scenic Byway, which rings the lake, lies Aurora, a postcard-perfect town of 650 that is experiencing a multimillion-dollar renaissance thanks to Pleasant Rowland, creator of the line of American Girl dolls. In partnership with local Wells College, her alma mater, Rowland purchased MacKenzie-Childs, which makes wildly fanciful majolica dinner-ware and whimsical furniture on a nearby 75-acre former dairy farm. The unusually fine 15-room Victorian farmhouse made over as a MacKenzie-Childs showcase is open for tours. Rowland also restored the Aurora Inn, a redbrick Federal-style inn from 1833. Standing center stage on Main Street, its ten luxurious guest rooms and suites are perfectly appointed, and its restaurant dishes up American classics like a mouthwatering pot roast.

WHERE: 20 miles southwest of Syracuse. Visitor info: Tel 800-530-7488 or 315-536-7488; www.fingerlakes.org. WOMEN’S RIGHTS PARK: Tel 315-568-2991; www.nps.gov/wori. FINGER LAKES WINE COUNTRY: Tel 800-813-2958 or 607-936-0706; www.finger lakeswinecountry.com. DR. FRANK’S WINE CELLARS: Hammondsport. Tel 800-320-0735 or 607-868-4884; www.drfrankwines.com. PLEASANT VALLEY WINE COMPANY: Hammondsport. Tel 607-569-6111: www.pleasantvalleywine.com. When: daily, Apr–Dec; closed Sun–Mon, Jan–Mar. SENECA LAKE WINE TOUR TROLLEY: Tel 315-521-0223; www.winetourtrolley.com. Cost: from $45. When: Sat, May–Nov. GENEVA ON THE LAKE RESORT: Geneva. Tel 800-343-6382 or 315-789-7190; www.genevaonthelake.com. Cost: from $230 (off-peak), from $431 (peak); dinner $60. MIRBEAU INN AND SPA: Skaneateles. Tel 877-647-2328 or 315-685-1927; www.mirbeau.com. Cost: from $260 (off-peak), from $399 (peak); dinner $35. CAYUGA LAKE BYWAY: www.byways.org. MACKENZIE-CHILDS: Aurora. Tel 888-665-1999 or 315-364-7123; www.mackenzie-childs.com. AURORA INN: Tel 866-364-8808 or 315-364-8888; www.aurora-inn.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $275 (peak); dinner $40. BEST TIMES: late July for Finger Lakes Wine Festival in Watkins Glen (www.flwinefest.com); last weekend of July for Antique Boat Show in Skaneateles (www.skaneateles.com/boatshow.html); early Aug for NASCAR in Watkins Glen.

Where “America the Beautiful” Began

HUDSON VALLEY

New York

In 1609, Dutch explorer Henry Hudson sailed up the river that now bears his name, looking for passage to the Orient’s riches. He didn’t find it, but he did uncover one of the most scenic waterways in the world. Two hundred years later, Robert Fulton first launched the steam-boat on its waters in 1807, and as the centuries rolled by, the Hudson exerted such a profound effect on American history, art, literature and environmental policies that Bill Moyers dubbed it “America’s First River.”

It begins as a tiny brook spilling out of Lake Tear of the Clouds, 4,322 feet up in the Adirondack Mountains (see p. 140), flowing 315 miles down to New York City, but it’s not until the Hudson meets the Mohawk River at Waterford just north of Albany that it becomes the mighty waterway that helped link New York City to the west via the Erie Canal (see p. 148), opening up the Great Lakes states to America’s first westward expansion. This stretch between Waterford and Yonkers has been deemed such an important cultural and recreational resource that a 4-million-acre area with 90 significant sites on either side of the river has been designated a National Heritage Area by the federal government.

Known to Native Americans as the “two-way river” because salty ocean tides are felt as far north as Albany, the Hudson River was crucial during the Revolutionary War, with 92 battles fought along its banks and George Washington’s most important strong-hold at the river’s narrowest point that would become the U.S. Military Academy at West Point (see p. 205).

The Hudson Valley’s majestic panoramas inspired Thomas Cole, Frederic Church, and other landscape painters who created the important 19th-century Hudson River School (see p. 153). It was home to such literary figures as Washington Irving, whose “Rip Van Winkle” and “Legend of Sleepy Hollow” were set here, and wealthy (sometimes fabulously so) families like the Livingstons, Vanderbilts, Roosevelts, and Rockefellers built palatial mansions (see p. 154), still beautifully furnished and on view. The Catskills’ wild beauty has drawn visitors for 200 years, and the Mohonk Mountain House (see p. 165), one of the country’s few remaining great 19th-century retreats, still welcomes travelers from atop the Shawangunk Mountains.

The Valley’s fertile bottomlands and rolling hills, famous for its unparalleled sweet corn and apples, has a new food export today: The Culinary Institute of America (see p. 156) in Hyde Park is one of the world’s finest training grounds for chefs. The Hudson Valley is also the site of a bold experiment in sustainable dining—a restaurant that farms its own food—that has made Blue Hill at Stone Barns (see p. 200) a point of pilgrimage for dedicated foodies.

Take a drive on back roads past manicured horse farms, dairy farms, pick-your-own orchards, and wineries, then stop for lunch and antiquing in 18th- and 19th-century river-side towns such as Nyack, Kingston, Hudson, Rhinebeck (see p. 201), and Saugerties, the latter with its 1869 lighthouse-cum-B&B. For a rural setting the Hudson Valley hosts an impressive wealth of art museums (see p. 153), including the standout Dia:Beacon. Cold Spring is a particularly charming 19th-century village with shops, cafés and a waterfront that offers stunning river vistas of craggy Storm King Mountain and the Hudson Highlands. These same views add to the magic of nearby Boscobel Restoration, an early 19th-century mansion with one of the nation’s leading collections of Federal-era furniture; it is the setting for highly regarded outdoor productions of The Tempest, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Macbeth during the annual Hudson Valley Shakespeare Festival.

For bedding down afterward, the Garrison is a 300-acre river view resort with stylish rooms, golfing, a spa, and superlative dining in the Valley Restaurant. There, a team of chefs serve up tasting menus that are a model of wit and sheer sensuous pleasure, sourced in part from the substantial garden out back. A little farther north, jutting out as the only structure on the tiny uninhabited Pollepel Island, is one of the river’s great curiosities and most romantic silhouettes, Bannerman Castle, now open for tours. Looking every bit the haunted ruins of a medieval castle, it was in fact an arsenal built by Scottish immigrant Francis Bannerman for his military surplus business (his clients included Buffalo Bill and WWI regiments).
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When Bear Mountain Bridge opened in 1924, it was the longest suspension bridge in the world.

Cool Hudson Valley evenings lend a certain magic to summertime concerts and festivals in open-air venues like the new Bethel Woods Center for the Arts (see p. 144) and the 90-acre Caramoor estate in Katonah, famous for its first-class International Music Festival each summer. This rambling 1920s Mediterranean-style mansion with priceless art and entire rooms imported from European palaces was a gift to the public from collectors and musicians Walter and Lucie Rosen, in memory of their son, who was killed in WWII.

Washington Irving, who traveled widely (his works include the famous The Alhambra, about the Moorish palace in the city of Grenada, Spain), ultimately preferred the verdant, rolling landscape he made his final home (see p. 155). “The Hudson Valley is, in a manner, my first and last love,” he wrote, “and after all my wanderings and seeming infidelities, I return to it with a heartfelt preference over all the other rivers in the world.”

WHERE: 150-mile stretch of river, from Yonkers to Waterford. Hudson Valley visitor info: Tel 800-232-4782; www.travelhudsonvalley.com. BOSCOBEL RESTORATION: Garrison. Tel 845-265-3638; www.boscobel.org. When: Wed–Mon, Apr–Dec. HUDSON VALLEY SHAKESPEARE FESTIVAL: Garrison. Tel 845-265-9575. www.hvshakespeare.org. Cost: tickets from $32. When: mid-June–early Sept. THE GARRISON: Tel 845-424-3604 or 845-424-2339 (restaurant); www.thegarrison.com. Cost: from $150; dinner $60. When: resort closed Jan–Mar. BANNERMAN CASTLE: Tel 845-831-6346; www.bannermancastle.org. Tours through Hudson River Adventures, tel 845-220-2120; www.prideofthehudson.com. When: Sat–Sun, mid-May–mid-Oct. Cost: $20. CARAMOOR: Katonah. Tel 914-232-5035 or 914-232-1252; www.caramoor.com. Cost: Music Festival tickets from $10. When: Wed–Sun, May–Oct. BEST TIMES: summer for a variety of festivals and events.

The Ultimate Road Trip for Art Lovers

HUDSON VALLEY ART TRAIL

New York

With its great wealth of historic homes, rolling farmland, and wilderness, the scenic Hudson Valley invites many different routes for exploration. Perhaps the best for art lovers and history buffs is to follow the Hudson Valley Art Trail, which links some 20 different museums and historic sites.

The natural beauty that inspired Thomas Cole, Frederic Church, and other landscape painters of the 19th-century Hudson River School—the first truly American art movement—remains surprisingly unsullied. Church would find the views of the river from Olana, his eccentric 1872 blufftop Moorish mansion, little changed and the interiors exactly as he left them, with all the original furnishings and his personal art collection intact. Stay for sunset to see why Church claimed that this was “the center of the world.” The old-world master most definitely would not recognize nearby Hudson, whose once-gritty stretch of downtown is being transformed by high-style refugees from Manhattan into a neighborhood of tasteful boutiques, antiques stores, and restaurants with young chefs from the nearby Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park (see p. 156).

Downriver, great works of the modern, postmodern, and contemporary eras are clustered at the mid-point of the Hudson Valley. The once scrappy east bank industrial town of Beacon is a rising star in the art world since the 2003 opening of Dia:Beacon, a branch of the New York City–based foundation. With a quarter of a million square feet illuminated by countless skylights, this spacious 1929 river-side printing plant is the perfect home for major (and often oversize) works from the 1960s to the present, including pieces by Donald Judd, Andy Warhol, Richard Serra, and Cy Twombly that challenge your sense of perception.

Across the river and just north of West Point (see p. 205), the Storm King Art Center is known for its harmonious yet dramatic interaction between sculpture and the surrounding landscape. More than 120 internationally recognized artists from the post-1945 period, including monumental works by Alexander Calder, Louise Nevelson, and Isamu Noguchi, are represented among its 500 bucolic acres where picnickers are welcomed.

More outstanding sculptures by Calder, Nevelson, and Noguchi, along with Henry Moore and Pablo Picasso, can be seen at Kykuit, the hilltop paradise in Westchester’s Pocantico Hills that was home to four generations of the Rockefeller family. When former governor of New York Nelson A. Rockefeller moved here in 1963, he began a transformation of the grounds by installing his collection of 20th-century sculpture throughout the elaborately terraced beaux art gardens, which still enchant visitors.

Modern magnate Roy R. Neuberger (who made his fortune in mutual funds) started the Neuberger Museum of Art at Purchase College in the 1970s by donating 108 first-rate modern and contemporary works. The collection has since grown to 6,000 pieces, including a fine collection of Dada and Surrealist objects as well as African art.

Feel like a king by staying among all these treasures at Tarrytown’s Castle on the Hudson, a turreted replica of a Norman castle built in 1894 by New York journalist and Anglophile General Howard Carroll. Its thick granite walls and hand-hewn oak beams now hold six luxury suites, as well as a less royal 24-room annex.

WHERE: from 18 miles (Yonkers) to 160 miles (Albany) north of New York City; www.hudsonvalleyarttrail.com. DIA:BEACON: Tel 845-440-0100; www.diabeacon.org. When: Thurs–Mon, mid-May–mid-Oct; Fri–Mon, mid-Oct–mid-May. OLANA: outside Hudson. Tel 518-828-0135; www.olana.org. When: grounds, daily; check website for mansion hours. STORM KING ART CENTER: Mountainville.
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Founded in 1960, the Storm King Art Center showcases a sculpture in a natural landscape.

Tel 845-534-3115; www.stormking.org. When: Apr–mid-Nov. KYKUIT: Sleepy Hollow. Tel 914-631-8200; www.hudsonvalley.org. When: closed Tues, mid-May–early Nov. NEUBERGER MUSEUM OF ART: Purchase. Tel 914-251-6100; www.neuberger.org. When: closed Mon. CASTLE ON THE HUDSON: Tarrytown. Tel 914-631-1980; www.castleonthehudson.com. Cost: from $195.

America’s Châteaux

GREAT ESTATES OF THE HUDSON VALLEY

New York

Perched atop the prettiest bluffs of the Hudson River’s undulating, tree-covered right bank, with sweeping views of the majestic waters below, is America’s most astounding collection of great estates, many built in the 19th century by the rich and powerful as high-status getaways. Others, like the Roosevelt family’s Springwood in Hyde Park (see p. 157) and Clermont in Germantown, served as the permanent residences for the Hudson Valley’s most prominent Old Money families. Fortunately, descendants took great pains to see that the estates survived, and the houses remain furnished much as they were, as though the families would be walking through the front door at any moment.

Among the area’s pleasure palaces, none is more showy than the beaux arts Vanderbilt Mansion in Hyde Park, built in 1895 by Frederick William Vanderbilt, heir to the great shipping and railroad fortune. (The site was chosen for its proximity to the Roosevelts, though the Vanderbilts used the flamboyantly opulent 54-room limestone mansion for just a few weeks in spring and fall. For the rest of the year, a staff of 60 was left to care for the house and gardens, for which the estate is still known.)

Lyndhurst is an imposing gray stone Gothic Revival estate bought in 1880 by “robber baron” Jay Gould, the fabulously wealthy railroad magnate and stock manipulator. Designed by the master of Gothic Revival, Andrew Jackson Downing, and built in 1838, the impressively grand home has a dining room that looks like a medieval banquet hall, along with Gilded Age must-haves like Tiffany stained glass windows and faux-finish paneling.

Two of the region’s greatest estates are also on the Hudson Valley Art Trail (see p. 153): the Rockefellers’ 1913 country home, Kykuit (its name means “lookout” in Dutch and refers to its hilltop position), and Olana, the enchanting Moorish fantasy palace where Frederic Church made his home and took his inspiration.

A quintessential representation of Hudson Valley old money is the Livingston family, whose prominence began when Robert Livingston became the first Lord of Livingston Manor, a vast area that comprised the lower third of Columbia County. His son (also Robert) began construction of a brick Georgian-style home in 1730, and though Clermont has gone through many changes (including a complete rebuilding after being burned by the British in 1777), it remains a glimpse into nearly three centuries of wealth, impeccable taste, and political prominence.

Not far from Clermont, just outside Rhinebeck (see p. 201), is Montgomery Place, erected in 1804 by another member of the family, Janet Livingston Montgomery, in honor of her husband, Richard, the first officer killed in the Revolutionary War. The open porch of this elegant Classical Revival mansion (with dramatic views of the river and the Catskills beyond) was the first “outdoor room” in America. Scenic trails wend through the 434-acre estate, which still grows apples, peaches, plums, apricots, and black raspberries that can be purchased at the estate’s farm stand on River Road.

Old and new money merge in Staatsburgh just north of Hyde Park at a 25-room Greek Revival house on 334 acres, inherited in 1894 by Ruth Livingston Mills, who was married to investment capitalist Ogden Mills. They expanded it into a 65-room beaux arts extravaganza for entertaining friends in the fall, and its imported 17th- and 18th-century French interiors, gilded furniture, and Baccarat crystal bathroom accessories are just as they were when their son donated the property to New York State in 1938.

While all the grandeur is fun to look at, it’s easier to imagine the good life at Sunnyside, the fairytale confection of turrets and gingerbread that was the home of Washington Irving, author of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and “Rip Van Winkle.” Originally a two-room farmer’s cottage, the home was fancifully expanded with Tudor-style clustered chimneys, Dutch stepped gables, Gothic windows, a small piazza, and, later, a Spanish-style tower. Outside the front door, the wisteria Irving himself planted continues to bloom each spring, while the trails he laid out on the 27-acre estate are still a perfect place for a stroll by the river.

The nearby Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, where Irving set his tale of Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman, is especially popular around Halloween. The Dutch began burying their dead here as early as 1650, and today the cemetery holds more than 39,000 earthly remains, including those of Irving himself and many of the wealthy empire (and great estate) builders, including Andrew Carnegie and William Rockefeller.

VANDERBILT MANSION: Hyde Park. Tel 845-229-9115; www.nps.gov/vama. LYNDHURST: Tarrytown. Tel 914-631-4481; www.lyndhurst .org. When: closed Mon, mid-Apr–Oct; open Sat–Sun, Nov–mid-Apr. CLERMONT: Germantown. Tel 518-537-4240; www.friendsofclermont.org. MONTGOMERY PLACE: Annandale-on-Hudson. Tel 845-758-5461; www.hudsonvalley.org/montgomeryplace. When: open Thurs–Sat, May–Oct. STAATSBURGH: Tel 845-889-8851; www.staatsburgh.org. When: closed Mon, Apr–Oct; daily, late Nov–Dec; Sat–Sun only, Jan–Mar. SUNNYSIDE: Tel 914-591-8763; www.hudsonvalley.org. When: closed Tues, Apr–Oct; closed Jan–Mar; open Sat–Sun, Nov–Dec. SLEEPY HOLLOW CEMETERY: Tel 914-631-0081; www.sleepyhollowcemetery .org. BEST TIMES: Apr–June for those estates with gardens; Oct for fall foliage; Dec, when some estates, like Sunnyside and Vanderbilt, are decorated for the holidays.

The Harvard of Cooking Schools

THE CULINARY INSTITUTE OF AMERICA

Hyde Park, New York

A turn-of-the-19th-century Jesuit seminary transformed into the world’s finest training grounds for chefs, the Culinary Institute of America is where aspiring cooks dream of becoming the next celebrity chef extraordinaire. Todd English (owner of the Olive Group in Boston) and Cat Cora (Food Network’s “Iron Chef” and host of Kitchen Accomplished) are a mere sampling of successful grads of “The Culinary,” as it is called by insiders (or “the other CIA”).

While a degree from the Culinary doesn’t assure superstardom, it prepares its students for the exacting rigors of the professional kitchen. Wearing the standard-issue uniform of black-and-white houndstooth trousers, neat white chef’s jackets, and toques, thousands of students scurry 41 professional kitchens and bakeshops on the lavishly outfitted campus, learning everything from how to make a simple brown sauce to ice carving to the world of wine. Even admission to the two-year associate’s degree requires that applicants first work at least six months in a professional kitchen to prove they can stand the heat. Every year the Culinary turns out 1,400 grads—1,100 with associate’s and 300 with bachelor’s degrees.

It all started back in 1946 in New Haven, Connecticut, when Frances Roth, a lawyer who loved food, noticed the country lacked a strong pool of skilled cooks. She and benefactor Katharine Angell opened the New Haven Restaurant Institute, the country’s first culinary college. It changed its name to the Culinary Institute of America in 1951 and in 1972 moved to its current home on the Hudson River.

Call ahead for a guided tour of the premises given by students, or just drop in for a visit to the campus bookstore, a foodie’s paradise. If you want to get into the kitchen and roll up your sleeves, there are plenty of one-and two-day classes, including some for kids. Serious gastronomes from all over the country hone their cooking talents at five-day “boot camps,” where they learn, among other things, that cooking large quantities of food with the clock ticking is hard, sweaty work.

The easiest path to enjoyment is to dine at one of the Culinary’s five restaurants, each with a unique character and menu. Staffed entirely by students, they are a relative bargain. Apple Pie Bakery Café specializes in baked goods, while St. Andrew’s Café serves up casual, healthful cuisine like wood-fired pizzas and Louisiana shrimp gumbo. Ristorante Caterina de’ Medici features traditional and contemporary Italian dishes—something as simple as roasted rack of veal with porcini mustard and fava bean puree can approach heaven.

American Bounty Restaurant helped pioneer the very idea of regional American cooking—and celebrates it still with dishes like barbecue Berkshire pork belly with spring peas and hominy. The pinnacle of formal dining, Escoffier, specializes in demanding French cuisine with dishes like sautéed chicken breast filled with lobster mousseline.

WHERE: 90 miles north of New York City; 1946 Campus Dr. Tel 845-452-9600 (tours), or 845-471-6608 (restaurant reservations); www.ciachef.edu. Cost: 1-day classes from $160, 5-day Boot Camp from $1,750. When: guided tours on Mon, Wed, and Thurs. APPLE PIE BAKERY CAFÉ: Cost: $10. ST. ANDREW’S CAFÉ: Cost: $25. RISTORANTE CATERINA DE’ MEDICI: Cost: $35. AMERICAN BOUNTY RESTAURANT: Cost: $40. ESCOFFIER RESTAURANT: Cost: $50.
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Ristorante Caterina de’ Medici is located in the beautiful Colavita Center for Italian Food and Wine.

History with a View

FDR’S SPRINGWOOD

Hyde Park, New York

Offering a surprisingly vivid and personal glimpse of how American aristocrats once lived, Springwood was the lifelong home of Franklin D. Roosevelt, considered to be the 20th century’s greatest American president for his ability to steer the nation through the Great Depression and WWII, and the only president elected to four terms of office. The Roosevelt home represents Hudson Valley old money, an unpretentious stucco and fieldstone house furnished with polished mahogany woodwork, tufted sofas, Oriental rugs, and ancestral oil paintings, along with intimate touches like the cabinet of stuffed birds that FDR collected as a boy.

Perched on a bluff that affords beautiful views of the Hudson River, the home and estate were purchased in 1867 by Franklin’s father, James, who enjoyed the life of an English squire, busying himself with his horses and cattle, hunting, fishing, and riding, and iceboating on the Hudson. He passed his love of the outdoors on to his only child with Sara Delano Roosevelt. She was extremely possessive of her son and ruled the roost well after James’s death in 1900 (Franklin would later confide in friends that he was afraid of her his entire life). She kept the lady-of-the-house’s bedroom to herself, even after Franklin’s marriage to his distant cousin Eleanor in 1905. During guided tours you see all just as they left it, down to the old-fashioned bedroom telephone that was a hotline to the White House, and FDR’s wheelchair. (He was unable to stand alone or walk unaided, as a result of contracting polio at age 39.)

Today Springwood has 290 acres, with walking trails and America’s first presidential library, which Roosevelt designed himself in Dutch Colonial style and actually used while he was president. By donating his papers to it, Roosevelt established the precedent for public ownership of presidential papers, which soon became federal law. Highlights include an excellent documentary film, report cards from Groton and Harvard (bearing few A’s), and the desk FDR used during his four successive terms of office. The Rose Garden is the location of the Roosevelts’ simple graves and the tiny tombstone of their beloved Scottish terrier, Fala.

Originally a furniture workshop that Eleanor started in 1926 to teach manufacturing skills to underemployed farmworkers, nearby Val-Kill became the exceedingly modest home Eleanor came to prefer, down to the Colonial reproduction furniture, knotty pine paneling and dimestore tumblers. She moved here full-time upon her husband’s death (FDR died in 1945 in Warm Springs, Georgia, at the Little White House).

As FDR neared the end in 1944, Springwood was the place he longed to be. “All that is within me cries out to go back to my home on the Hudson River,” he said.

WHERE: 90 miles north of New York City; 4097 Albany Post Rd. Tel 800-337-8474 or 845-229-9115; www.nps.gov/hofr. ELEANOR ROOSEVELT HISTORIC SITE: Val-Kill. Tel 845-229-9422; www.nps.gov/elro. When: daily, May–Oct; Thurs–Mon, Nov–Apr.

Queen of American Lakes and Gateway to the Adirondacks

LAKE GEORGE

New York

Part spectacular beauty, part wealthy summer retreat, and part ’50s-style tourist trap, Lake George is a stunning 32-mile-long spring-fed lake situated at the southeastern edge of the mighty Adirondack State Park (see p. 140). The crowded village of Lake George is a paradise for eight-year-olds who can’t get enough of attractions like the House of Frankenstein wax museum and miniature golf, and for adults who enjoy the carnival-like atmosphere and full-blown tourist-town diversions. That world falls quickly away once you get out on the mountain-ringed lake, with 254 islands that stud its crystal clear waters. “Lake George is without comparison, the most beautiful water I ever saw,” wrote Thomas Jefferson. A boat tour is a time-honored way to view the mountain wilderness and western shore’s historic mansions. Lake George Steamboat Company’s 4½-hour trip on the Mohican is the way to go; converted to diesel in 1946, this steamboat has been plying local waters since 1907.
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Lake George was named after King George II of Great Britain.

In the mid-1800s Lake George boomed during the grand era of lavish, regal hotels, all of which have vanished. Recapture a glimpse of that heyday with a stay at the Sagamore, a lofty 350-room hotel on its own 72-acre island. What you see today is its 1930 incarnation, a grand white resort with deck chairs lined up at the edge of its manicured front lawn to take in the expansive water views. One hundred of its rooms are in the main hotel, while the rest are tucked away among the island’s seven modern lodges. Donald Ross designed the Sagamore’s 18-hole golf course, which is considered one of the most underrated courses in the Northeast.

As part of a strategic water route connecting Canada with New York City, Lake George played a critical role in both the French and Indian War and the American Revolution. Fort Ticonderoga was begun in 1755 by the French, a massive star-shaped fortress perched on the narrow strip of land that separates Lake George from Lake Champlain, one of the most fought-over spots in American history. The fort was “key to the continent” for the 18th-century superpowers France, which controlled the St. Lawrence River valley, and England, which controlled the Hudson valley, and it changed hands several times during the French and Indian War (1754–63). That the English were the ultimate victors is reflected in the lake’s name, changed from Lac du St. Sacrement to honor the king at that time. In 1775, the underdog Americans had their first major victory of the Revolutionary War here when Ethan Allen, Benedict Arnold (once a patriot), and the Green Mountain Boys of Vermont surprised the British.

Today Fort Ticonderoga offers a vivid sense of fort life with cannons blasting and a fife and drum corps performing in July and August. There’s much to explore—a museum of 30,000 objects, a restored barracks room, and a 1920s-era pleasure garden. It is at its liveliest during reenactments like the Grand Encampment, when 900 volunteers channel Eastern Woodland Indians and British, French, and colonial soldiers and take to the field to relive a moment during the French and Indian War. The fort is also a major stop on the 234-mile National Scenic Byway that runs in tandem with the waterway, Lakes to Locks Passage.

WHERE: 60 miles north of Albany. Visitor info: Tel 800-95-VISIT or 518-761-6366; www.visitlakegeorge.com. LAKE GEORGE STEAMBOAT COMPANY: Tel 800-553-BOAT or 518-668-5777; www.lakegeorgesteamboat.com. When: early May–Oct. THE SAGAMORE: Bolton Landing. Tel 800-358-3585 or 518-644-9400; www.thesagamore.com. Cost: from $215 (off-peak), from $279 (peak); greens fees $110 for guests. When: golf late Apr–Oct. FORT TICONDEROGA: Tel 518-585-2821; www.fort-ticonderoga.org. When: early May–Oct. LAKES TO LOCKS PASSAGE: Waterway: Tel 518-597-9660; www.lakestolocks.com. Byway: www.byways.org. BEST TIMES: early June for the Americade Motorcycle Touring Rally (www.tourexpo.com); last weekend in June for the Grand Encampment of the French and Indian War; early Sept for the Revolutionary War Encampment.

The Town That Talks to the Dead

LILY DALE

New York

Have unfinished business with a loved one who has passed on? Think this might not be your first time on earth? Consider a visit to Lily Dale, home to 40 registered mediums and the “Rome of Spiritualism,” a religion that combines reverence for “the God of your own understanding” with a belief we can all communicate with spirits of the dead. Set on 167 wooded acres hugging the shores of Lake Cassadaga, Lily Dale has been the epicenter of Spiritualism since 1879, when followers moved to this site the home of Kate and Margaret Fox, the founders of modern Spiritualism.

The Fox sisters started talking to spirits in 1848 when they heard mysterious rappings, and instead of running in fear, they asked questions, developing a system whereby raps could signify “yes,” “no,” or indicate a letter of the alphabet. The spirit, they said, was a peddler who had been murdered and buried in their basement. (The peddler’s body and his trunk—the trunk is now at the Lily Dale Museum—were discovered in the house’s cellar wall in 1904.) The Fox sisters became famous, starting a movement that was prominent well into the 1920s, gaining followers among men of science including evolutionary biologist Alfred Russel Wallace and physician and author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. The movement lost popularity in the twenties because of a rash of charlatans seeking to cash in (today’s mediums go through a rigorous testing process by Lily Dale’s board of directors).

Lily Dale is at its busiest over ten weeks in the summer, when more than 20,000 people converge for an intense schedule of over 100 talks and workshops, which cover everything from how to channel the voices of spirits to finding your own spirit guide. Notable speakers have included America’s famous psychic and TV personality James Van Praagh and holistic healer Deepak Chopra (The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success). Mediums conduct free daily services at “Inspiration Stump,” a massive tree stump considered an “energy vortex.” A sizable crowd quietly gathers on benches and listens to messages that mediums relay from the spirit world (with so many earth-bound loved ones in the audience, not all the spirits get through). If you want to ask questions directly, you must arrange your own private reading—the heart of the Lily Dale experience. Though parts of Lily Dale may appear a little worn, its leafy woodland trails wending past fairyhouses (fanciful dwellings for fairies constructed of wood, grass, and stone) can encourage skeptics to reconsider.

Given its reputation for hauntings, the Maplewood Hotel is considered the place to stay, but don’t expect luxury from this affordable Victorian hostelry (there are no phones, television, or air-conditioning).

WHERE: Lily Dale is 60 miles southwest of Buffalo. Tel 716-595-8721; www.lilydale assembly.com. Cost: admission to the grounds $10; private readings from $40. MAPLEWOOD HOTEL: Tel 716-595-2505. Cost: from $69. When: late June–early Sept. BEST TIMES: late June–early Sept.

Oceanside Colonies Where the Elite Meet and Greet

THE HAMPTONS

Long Island, New York

During summer months, the seaside towns on eastern Long Island known as the Hamptons—Westhampton, East Quogue, Southampton, Bridgehampton, Sagaponack, Sag Harbor, East Hampton—are inundated with the beautiful people, their Jaguars and BMWs clogging the narrow roads in a conga line connecting hot spots. “Going to the country” it’s not—you’ll run into as many Manhattanites at an East Hampton celebrity-sighting eatery or at Bridgehampton’s 1920s-soda-fountain Candy Kitchen as you would on Madison Avenue. But along with polo fields, there are still potato fields, roadside farm stands (leave correct change in the can), and seafood shops owned by local farming and baymen families with 350 years of roots in these parts.

What lures the crowds are miles and miles of glorious beach where golden sand meets blue Atlantic. The only problem is parking anywhere near it. (Town-run beaches in East Hampton and Southampton have day parking, but get there by 9 A.M. or take your chances.) The well-to-do, of course, are delivered by their drivers; for everyone else there’s pleasantly flat, easy riding by bicycle.

The towns of the Hamptons may seem to merge with one another but they differ greatly in character. Southampton is the grande dame of old money and sweeping estates, but today East Hampton is arguably the East End’s most fashionable town and boasts beautiful Main Beach. Founded in 1648 and “discovered” by society as an escape resort in the late 1800s, East Hampton was later the favored destination of artists like Willem de Kooning and Jackson Pollock (and, more recently, Eric Fischl), who came for the big sky and golden light.

East Hampton is a peculiar mix of rustic charm and urban taste, year-rounders and vacationing celebs. For a fleeting glimpse of a serene and unspoiled corner of the Hamptons, spend an afternoon in Sagaponack where the region’s last stretches of potato fields are fragrant with flowers in August. There isn’t much to do here except head toward beautiful Sagg Main Beach, but that’s the point.

Creature comforts in the Hamptons are taken seriously, and restaurants have grown to be as fine as their New York City peers. You’ll do less begging for a table off-season at East Hampton classics like Nick & Toni’s, the star-sighting venue of choice known for its crisp-crusted pizza. Health-conscious (and not) foodies have put the much more informal Babette’s on the map, a vegetarian and vegan-friendly restaurant where everyone shows up sooner or later. Overnighters looking for the marriage of excellent food and perfect accommodations should book way in advance at the Maidstone Arms, an elegantly cozy 19th-century white clapboard inn overlooking the town pond, swans and all. Just down the street sits the Baker House 1650, a glorious English manor house converted to one of the country’s finest luxury inns with five sumptuous rooms, an English garden, and the most coveted guest amenity of all—beach parking permits.

A few miles to the north is the former whaling port of Sag Harbor, the most un-Hampton of the Hamptons, happy in its classic New Englandness, down to its rocky shores and busy marina. In 1846, at the height of the town’s whaling prosperity, the handsome eight-room redbrick American Hotel was built on the all-American Main Street now chockablock with interesting shops and restaurants. It offers some of Long Island’s best dining—and drinking, with an 85-page wine list. For someplace that knows no pretensions, it’s a short stroll to The Corner where moguls and minions, captains and crews dine elbow to elbow.

For those with a passion for golf, the East End is the mother lode, though the best courses are private clubs, so you’ll need to work your BlackBerry to wangle an invitation. Shinnecock Hills, National Golf Links, the Maidstone Club, and Atlantic Golf Club are all in the Hamptons, all ranked among the nation’s finest. For those without blue-blood or green-money connections, nearby Montauk Downs State Park features a highly-regarded Robert Trent Jones–designed golf course, recently renovated, that shares a lineage with the five courses at Bethpage State Park 70 miles away (the latter includes the Black Course, host of the 2002 and 2009 U.S. Opens).

For six Saturdays in July and August, the epicenter of the Hamptons’ social scene is the Bridgehampton Polo Club, where outrageously good-looking Argentinian players get more attention than their well-groomed ponies. Anyone can catch the stirring sight of hard riding and mallet play at the highly prestigious Mercedes-Benz Polo Challenge, but the tough ticket is the invitation-only, celebrity-packed cocktail parties that follow.

Should you wish to play polo yourself, try the introductory course at the Southampton Hunt and Polo Club. Be warned, however, before you get hooked: A polo pony will run to at least $50,000, and you’ll need a string of six or more to be competitive.

WHERE: 90 miles east of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 877-FUN-ON-LI or 631-951-3900; www.discoverlongisland.com. CANDY KITCHEN: Bridgehampton. Tel 631-537-9885. Cost: dinner $25. NICK & TONI’S: East Hampton. Tel 631-324-3550. Cost: lunch $30. BABETTE’S: East Hampton. Tel 631-329-5377. Cost: dinner $30. MAIDSTONE ARMS INN: East Hampton. Tel 631-324-5006; www.maidstonearms.com. Cost: from $225 (off-peak), from $395 (peak). BAKER HOUSE 1650: East Hampton. Tel 631-324-4081; www.bakerhouse1650.com. Cost: from $275 (off-peak), from $695 (peak). THE AMERICAN HOTEL: Sag Harbor. Tel 631-725-3535; www.theamericanhotel.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $300 (peak); dinner $50. THE CORNER: Sag Harbor. Tel 631-725-9760; www.cornerbarsagharbor.com. Cost: lunch $10. MONTAUK DOWNS STATE PARK: Montauk. Tel 631-668-5000; www.montaukdowns.org. Cost: greens fees from $46. BETHPAGE STATE PARK: Farmingdale. Tel 516-249-0700. Cost: greens fees from $38. BRIDGEHAMPTON POLO CLUB: Bridgehampton. Tel 212-421-1367. Cost: $20 per car for the Mercedes-Benz Polo Challenge. SOUTHAMPTON HUNT & POLO CLUB: Tel 516-729-6154. BEST TIMES: July–Aug for nicest weather and Mercedes-Benz Polo Challenge; off-season, mid-Sept–late May.

Deep-Sea Fishing and Thalassotherapy

MONTAUK

Long Island, New York

At the very farthest reach of Long Island, the narrow spear of land that separates the Atlantic Ocean from Long Island Sound, lies Montauk, nominally part of the Hamptons (see p. 160) but in flavor light-years apart.

The landscape changes from well-tended towns and farmland to windswept, barren terrain where the beach is wider, the surf is stronger, and you’re never more than a mile from water.

Montauk is a prime destination for sport fishermen after deep-sea trophies like giant bluefin tuna and marlin. Its remote location at the tip of the island is what gives Montauk some of the best deep-sea fishing in the Northeast—25 miles out and you will be where the big fish lurk.

Just as long as vacationers have been coming here, the place to stay has been Gurney’s Inn, a rambling (slightly old-fashioned) resort with wondrous views of the ocean. Its newly renovated International Health and Beauty Sea Water Spa offers European-style thalas-sotherapy—the use of seawater and seaweed to bathe, shower, rub, and scrub the body into a more purified state. Even its indoor Olympic-size pool is filled with heated saltwater.

The picturesque (and much photographed) red and white Montauk Point Lighthouse, commissioned by Congress in 1792, still warns boats away from its shores. The 1860 Keepers House details the lonely life of the lighthouse keeper, and you can climb the 110-foot tower to get the area’s grandest view.

Montauk’s Ditch Plains Beach is revered as one of the best surfing beaches in America, second only to the more fabled venues of Hawaii and California. Offshore rocks are the secret here, causing the waves to wrap around and result in pipelines that promise long, fast rides.

No surprise that seafood is the fare of choice in town, and no seafood house has a better pedigree than Gosman’s Dock, a true Montauk institution that has evolved from a simple chowder stand into a complex of water-side restaurants (from the outdoor Clam Bar to the still-casual but more expensive Gosman’s Dock Restaurant). Its always-busy seafood shop sells everything fresh off the boat, and the best potato salad and coleslaw in the Hamptons. Gosman’s Dock doesn’t take reservations, but the wait for the famous fisherman’s platter is worth it.

Ten miles west of Montauk is Amagansett, staunchly un-Hamptons-like in character. Its Lobster Roll (affectionately known as “Lunch” because of the 1950s-era sign perched on the roof) is the essential seafood shack with long lines for its clam chowder, steamers, and plump lobster rolls, which are eaten at wood-benched tables. Scrumptuous pies remind you of Long Island’s farmland heritage, with thick lumpy fillings of seasonal fruit.

WHERE: 110 miles east of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 631-668-2428; www .montaukchamber.com. MONTAUK FISHING CHARTERS: Tel 631-668-1635; www.montauk fishingcharters.com. Cost: half-day inshore for up to 6 people, $550 with crew. When: late-Apr–Dec. GURNEY’S INN: Tel 800-8-GURNEY or 631-668-2345; www.gurneysinn.com. Cost: from $255 (off-peak), from $415 (peak). MONTAUK POINT LIGHTHOUSE MUSEUM: Tel 888-MTK-POINT or 631-668-2546; www.montauklighthouse.com. When: daily, May–Oct; Sat–Sun, Nov and mid-Mar–Apr. GOSMAN’S DOCK RESTAURANT: Tel 631-668-5330; www.gosmans.com. Cost: dinner $25. LOBSTER ROLL: Amagansett. Tel 631-267-3740. Cost: lobster roll $17. BEST TIMES: May–Oct for fishing; last weekend of Sept for the Montauk Surf Classic Tournament; spring and fall for crowd-free moments.
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The Montauk Point Lighthouse was first lit in 1797.

The Deliciously Sleepy Sister to the Hamptons

NORTH FORK

Long Island, New York

With quiet bays, half-empty beaches, and small villages of white clapboard houses and steepled churches, the North Fork is the last bastion of old Long Island, a finger of land that sits just across the Peconic Bay from the South Fork’s glamorous Hamptons (see p. 160). While there are a few signs of looming trendiness (most notably the Frisky Oyster with its sophisticated menu in downtown Greenport), night life on the North Fork tends to mean camping under the stars. And though the farms that made Long Island duckling famous are mostly gone, the North Fork retains its agricultural heritage, with 3,000 acres of neatly tended vineyards—producing cabernet sauvignons and merlots that some in the wine world consider worthy competitors to California and France.

The quiet village of Cutchogue (one house dating back to 1650 stands testimony to its history) is the wine center of Long Island, with the more notable of the area’s 30-some vineyards located here: Bedell Cellars, Pellegrini Vineyards, Pugliese Vineyards, and Castello di Borghese/Hargrave Vineyards, among others.

Cutchogue also lays claim to a great beach—as do Greenport, Jamesport, Mattituck, and Southold. Head out to Orient Beach State Park at the eastern end of the island, where footprint-free sand meets open water alongside a bird sanctuary. Nine miles of undeveloped waterfront is flanked by a thick maritime forest of blackjack oak and red cedar, making this a delight for hiking, biking, swimming, and picnicking.

The two-lane Route 25 connects most of the North Fork’s dots, lined with farm stands that offer plump heirloom tomatoes and organic corn, or famous homemade pies at the always popular Briermere Farms in Riverhead. And if you really want to get the feel of the country-side, stop by Wickham’s Fruit Farm outside Cutchogue, roll up your sleeves and pick your own fruit—blackberries, peaches, apples—from whatever’s in season.
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The tasting patio at Macari Vineyard, one of many on the North Fork.

Floating in the bay between the North Fork and the South Fork and reached only by ferry is Shelter Island, with quiet beaches and wooded hills. In addition to impressive homes and peaceful villages, Shelter Island boasts the 2,100-acre Mashomack Preserve, with miles of coastline, tidal creeks, fields, pine swamps, and pathways leading through cool oak and beech forest and the East Coast’s largest concentration of nesting osprey.

For years, the Ram’s Head Inn with its weathered shingle exterior and white trim offering views of Coecles Inlet was the only place to hang your hat. Enter hotelier par excellence Andre Balazs, who opened the quietly chic Sunset Beach with a casual style of flip-flops and mojitos that is more Miami than Long Island. The 20 guest rooms all have private sun decks and views of the bay, while the restaurant offers alfresco dining on simple delicacies. The sunsets are so perfect you’d be inclined to take them for special effects and Manhattan seems somewhere very far away.

WHERE: 90 miles east of New York City. Visitor info: Tel 631-298-5851; www.north fork.org. THE FRISKY OYSTER: Greenport. Tel 631-477-4265; www.thefriskyoyster.com. Cost: dinner $50. LONG ISLAND WINE COUNCIL: Tel 631-369-5887; www.liwines.com. BEDELL CELLARS: Cutchogue. Tel 631-734-7537. PELLEGRINI VINEYARDS: Cutchogue. Tel 631-734-4111. PUGLIESE VINEYARDS: Cutchogue. Tel 631-734-4057. CASTELLO DI BORGHESE/HARGRAVE VINEYARDS: Cutchogue. Tel 631-734-5158. When: Apr–Dec. ORIENT BEACH STATE PARK: Orient. Tel 631-323-2440. BRIERMERE FARMS: Riverhead. Tel 631-722-3931. WICKHAM’S FRUIT FARM: Cutchogue. Tel 631-734-6441; www.wickhams fruitfarm.com. When: closed Sat–Sun, Apr–Dec. MASHOMACK PRESERVE: Shelter Island. Tel 631-749-1001; www.shelter-island.org/ mashomack.html. When: closed Tues. RAM’S HEAD INN: Shelter Island. Tel 631-749-0811; www.shelterislandinns.com/ramshead. Cost: from $135 with shared bath. When: Apr–Oct. SUNSET BEACH: Shelter Island. Tel 631-749-2001; www.sunsetbeachli.com. Cost: from $225 (off-peak), from $345 (peak); dinner $60. When: open mid-May–Sept. BEST TIMES: June for Strawberry Festival in Mattituck; Aug for Celebrate Long Island! Food and Wine Festival; Sept for the Greenport Maritime Festival.

A Victorian Grande Dame in the Wilderness

MOHONK MOUNTAIN HOUSE

New Paltz, New York

For the last hundred years Mohonk Mountain House has looked much the same—a fairy-tale castle sitting on a pristine glacial lake at the top of the Shawangunk (pronounced by locals SHONG-gum) mountain ridge. Often confused with the nearby Catskills (see p. 143), “the Gunks” have their own unique geologic makeup, with white quartz cliffs that offer the best rock climbing in the Northeast.

One of the country’s few remaining great 19th-century mountain houses, Mohonk has been owned by the same family since Albert Smiley, a Quaker, made his original purchase of 280 acres and a ten-room inn in 1869. His brother Alfred soon joined him in creating a glorious lakeside hodgepodge of Victorian turrets, gables, and crenellated stone towers standing seven stories high, drawing such distinguished visitors as Theodore Roosevelt, Andrew Carnegie, and Arturo Toscanini. Today it stands at the center of a magnificent 26,000-acre wilderness made up of Mohonk’s holdings and Minnewaska State Park. With 85 miles of trails from its doorstep, Mohonk is a hiker’s paradise in summer and a cross-country skier’s delight in winter; a steep 1-mile hike to Sky Top Tower rewards climbers with a breath-taking 360-degree view of the Hudson River and the Catskills.

Some of the 19th-century traditions remain: Meals served in the stunning 1905 dining room are included in the price; there are no TVs in the rooms; and air-conditioning is a fairly recent innovation. Evening lectures and special themed programs draw guests interested in gardening, cooking, ballroom dancing, and almost everything else under the sun. The emphasis is still focused on slowing down, and the rocking chairs lining the great porch with its mesmerizing views of the lake are prized as are afternoon tea and homemade cookies.
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The Mohonk Mountain House is the perfect base for enjoying the great outdoors.

Less than a half-mile long and 534 feet wide, compact Lake Mohonk makes up in beauty what it lacks in size, with undeveloped shores that are dotted with enormous boulders or “erratics,” dropped in place when the glaciers melted 12,000 years ago. Rustic Adirondack-style gazebos are perched at all the best vantage points around the lake and throughout the expansive grounds.

Now there’s another way to relax—a lavish new 30,000-square-foot spa wing blends seamlessly with the Mountain House’s 19th-century look and though built for Mohonk’s loyal clientele, who requested an indoor pool, it has attracted a whole new crowd that zips up on the bus from New York City to soothe body, mind, and spirit.

WHERE: 90 miles north of New York City; 1000 Mountain Rd. Tel 800-772-6646 or 845-255-1000; www.mohonk.com. Cost: from $510, includes all meals. BEST TIMES: 1st half of Oct for peak foliage; winter for the open stone-and-wood skating pavilion with 39-foot fireplace.

An Urban Miracle and Manhattan’s Backyard

CENTRAL PARK

New York, New York

Laid out between 1859 and 1870 on a design by the great landscape architects Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, Central Park is an urban miracle, an 843-acre oasis of green surrounded on all sides by high-rise buildings. Fields follow meadows, streams feed into lakes, and cool woods cover hillsides all the way from 59th Street to 110th, stretching more than half a mile wide from Fifth Avenue to Central Park West in the very heart of Manhattan. The park is almost entirely artificial, its landscape created where formerly an expanse of swamp and rock once existed. All told, some 10 million cartloads of soil, trees, plants, and other materials went into the plan. Lakes were carved for boating, horse trails for riding, and various entertainments placed all around to give Gothamites their day in the sun and their evenings of fun.
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The Sheep Meadow offers one of New York City’s greatest skyline views.

The highlights are many. In the southeast corner sits the Central Park Zoo, where real polar bears, sea lions, reptiles, and other animals live in the shadow of the famed Delacorte Musical Clock, whose mechanical animals dance on the hour. To the west, the 1908 Central Park Carousel is one of the largest, with 58 hand-carved horses and chariots, and to the north is the Mall, a grand, 40-foot-wide promenade flanked by towering American elms, statuary, and a band shell. At the Mall’s northern end, the Bethesda Terrace is probably the park’s most recognizable space, its two stone staircases leading from a roadway down to the great Bethesda Fountain and its Angel of Waters centerpiece and a 22-acre lake (you can rent rowboats at the Loeb Boathouse). It’s also home to the popular Boathouse Restaurant, with contemporary American cuisine served indoors or (in season) on the lakeside deck, in view of the ducks, turtles, rowboats, and a real Venetian gondola.

North of here is the Ramble, a 36-acre maze of woods and winding paths, one of the many places in the park where you can really forget that the city is around you. Still farther north, Belvedere Castle is a Victorian folly set at the second-highest natural elevation in the park, providing a great view of the park. From here it’s not far to the Great Lawn, venue of Simon and Garfunkel’s 1981 reunion show and appearances by world-famous names like the Dalai Lama and Pope John Paul II.

Every season has its wonders. In summer, there are free performances by the Metropolitan Opera and the New York Philharmonic on the Great Lawn; the Public Theater’s “Shakespeare in the Park” series at the Delacorte Theater; or performances of popular and world music and dance at Summerstage, just behind the Mall. In fall, Central Park foliage is near New England’s in quality, enhanced by the city’s special light. In early November, the 35,000 runners who complete the prestigious New York Marathon end up here, after traversing all five of the city’s boroughs. In winter, you can go ice skating at the Wollman Rink, and in spring, the 6-acre Conservatory Garden is a gem, a riot of blooms, from indigenous flowers to cultivated heirloom roses. Buds start peeping out in March, just when the gray winter seems like it will never end, and New Yorkers fall in love with Central Park all over again.

WHERE: between 59th and 110th Sts., and Fifth Ave. and Central Park West. Tel 212-310-6600; www.centralparknyc.org. BOATHOUSE RESTAURANT: Tel 212-517-2233; www.thecentralparkboathouse.com. Cost: dinner $50. OPERA AND SYMPHONY: www.centralparknyc.org. When: June–Sept. SHAKESPEARE IN THE PARK: Tel 212-260-2400; www.publictheater.org. When: June–Sept. SUMMERSTAGE: Tel 212-360-2756; www.summerstage.org. When: June–Aug. BEST TIMES: any warm weekend for musicians and lots of activity; late Sept–early Oct for foliage; after a snowfall for a magic winter moment.

A Miracle—and Not Just on 34th Street

CHRISTMAS IN NEW YORK

New York, New York

For all its hard-bitten reputation, New York is crazy for Christmas. It’s a time when the city is at its most beautiful, strung with lights, bundled for winter, and brimming with the warmth of human kindness—as long as you steer clear of the last-minute Christmas shopping mania.

At the heart of it all is Rockefeller Center. Built in the 1930s by John D. Rockefeller, the complex of office buildings is a masterpiece of art deco architecture. The center looks its best at Christmas, when a towering light-strewn Norway spruce is displayed above the small but incredibly romantic ice-skating rink in the lower promenade plaza off Fifth Avenue between 49th and 50th streets. Take a spin, or grab a meal at the elegant Sea Grill right next door, its windows offering an eye-level skater view. On the other side of the rink, the Rock Center Café is a larger, brighter spot serving high-end comfort food. For a different perspective, the Top of the Rock observation deck offers stunning 360-degree city views from the 70th floor of 30 Rockefeller Center. In the evening, head to Radio City Music Hall for the annual Christmas Spectacular, a grand stage show starring the legendary Rockettes, who have been high-kicking their way across this stage since 1932.

North and south of Rockefeller Center, mostly along Fifth Avenue, the city’s high-end department stores mount elaborate holiday window displays that draw locals and tourists by the thousands. Start at Bloomingdale’s and Barneys, then head down Fifth Avenue past Bergdorf Goodman, St. Patrick’s Cathedral (not a retail stop, granted, but a vital Christmas stop nonetheless), Saks Fifth Avenue, Lord & Taylor, then cut west on 34th to see the extravagantly decorated windows at Macy’s, billed as the world’s largest store and the most historic of them all. Stop in and see Santa while you’re there.
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The Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center has been a New York City tradition since 1937.

Head back uptown to Bryant Park, behind the New York Public Library (see p. 186), where an ice-skating rink and some 100 stalls selling gifts and crafts keep the air festive. Farther uptown, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (see p. 184) sets up a Christmas tree in its Medieval Sculpture Hall, surrounded by an exquisite baroque nativity crèche. At Lincoln Center’s Avery Fisher Hall, the National Chorale performs its annual Messiah Sing-In, in which 3,000 audience members are invited to sing along with the choir. The Cathedral of St. John the Divine (see p. 178) hosts the annual winter solstice performance by the Paul Winter Consort, with a big dash of world flair that has always set the cathedral apart.

ROCKEFELLER CENTER: Tel 212-632-3975; www.rockefellercenter.com. Skating info: Tel 212-332-7654; www.patinagroup.com. When: tree-lighting ceremony, week after Thanksgiving; skating Oct–Apr. SEA GRILL: Tel 212-332-7610; www.patinagroup.com. Cost: dinner $60. ROCK CENTER CAFÉ: Tel 212-332-7620; www.patinagroup.com. Cost: dinner $45. TOP OF THE ROCK: Tel 212-698-2000; www.topoftherocknyc.com. RADIO CITY CHRISTMAS SPECTACULAR: Tel 212-247-4777; www.radiocity.com. Cost: from $45. When: Nov–Dec. BRYANT PARK: www.bryantpark.org. When: skating rink late Oct–mid-Jan. LINCOLN CENTER MESSIAH SING-IN: Avery Fisher Hall. Tel 212-875-5030; www.lincolncenter.org. When: mid-Dec. ST. JOHN THE DIVINE: Tel 212-316-7540; www.stjohndivine.org.

Above It All and Backward in Time

THE CLOISTERS & WAVE HILL

New York, New York

Near the northernmost tip of Manhattan, atop a riverside cliff within beautiful, flower-decked Fort Tryon Park, sits a complex of buildings where modern New York life holds no place whatsoever. It’s called the Cloisters, and that’s exactly what it is: a complex of five medieval French cloisters. Their halls are filled with period art and arched walkways surround gardens planted according to descriptions in medieval poetry. To the New Yorkers lounging on the grass, listening to the burble of fountains, it’s the Manhattan equivalent of a silent retreat.

The museum had its start in the early years of the 20th century, when American sculptor George Grey Barnard brought a large collection of medieval sculptures and architectural artifacts from France and opened a churchlike gallery in upper Manhattan. A decade later, using funds provided by John D. Rockefeller, the collection was acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and in 1927 plans were laid to move it to its larger present location. It was the kind of grand public gesture still fashionable at the time: Not only did Rockefeller provide funds to convert nearly 67 acres into what is now Fort Tryon Park, but he also donated 700 acres of forest and cliff in New Jersey so the view across the Hudson would remain unsullied.

Visitors today get much the same experience they did when the museum opened in 1938, touring galleries laid out in a logical flow from the Romanesque period (A.D. 1000–1150) through the Gothic (A.D. 1150–1520), most radiating out from the Cuxa Cloister, with its original 12th-century elements from the Benedictine monastery of Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa in the northeast Pyrenees. All told, the Cloisters is home to some 5,000 items, many from Barnard’s original collection, some donated by Rockefeller (including the seven Hunt of the Unicorn tapestries that have become a symbol of the museum), and others acquired in the intervening decades—illuminated manuscripts, stained-glass windows, reliquary shrines, elaborate crucifixes and gold chalices, and sculptures depicting Christian saints.

Continue the sensation of disconnect by traveling another 3 miles north to the residential Riverdale section of the Bronx. This is where you’ll find Wave Hill, a bucolic 28-acre cliffside garden and cultural center offering gorgeous views of the Hudson River and Rockefeller’s Palisades cliffs. Originally a private estate, the property at one time or another was leased to the family of the young Theodore Roosevelt, to conductor Arturo Toscanini, and to Mark Twain, who wrote of its winter winds: “They sing their hoarse song through the big tree-tops with a splendid energy that thrills me and stirs me and uplifts me and makes me want to live always.” Deeded to the city in 1961, Wave Hill continues to be a special oasis dedicated to fostering connection between people and nature. On weekday mornings and afternoons its pastoral gardens, greenhouses, and woodlands provide the setting for serene contemplation, while weekends offer concerts, lectures, exhibitions, and workshops.

THE CLOISTERS: Fort Tyron Park near 190th St. Tel 212-923-3700; www.metmuseum .org. When: closed Mon. WAVE HILL: West 249th St. and Independence Ave., the Bronx. Tel 718-549-3200; www.wavehill.org. When: closed Mon. BEST TIMES: spring and fall for the Cloisters’ free garden tours; May–June for peak gardens and late Oct for foliage at Wave Hill; Dec for medieval concerts at the Cloisters.
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The Cloisters are dedicated to the art and architecture of medieval Europe.

A Playground for Millionaires

COLUMBUS CIRCLE

New York, New York

For all its centrality as the gateway to the beautiful Upper West Side, one of the city’s finest residential neighborhoods, Columbus Circle was, until recently, a total mess, dominated by the nearly Stalinesque New York Coliseum convention center, the empty hull of the defunct Huntington Hartford Gallery (a nearly windowless white marble slab directly facing a great view of Central Park), and a skinny 44-story office tower, creaking like a ship in high winds and making workers on high floors queasy.

What a difference a decade makes. Today the Coliseum has been replaced by the dazzling 55-story Time Warner Center, the swaying tower has been shored up and transformed into Donald Trump’s Trump International Hotel & Tower, and the Hartford Gallery got a major makeover and is now home to the Museum of Arts & Design. In the center of things, standing atop a 70-foot granite column and surrounded by newly landscaped fountains, stands a statue of Christopher Columbus erected in 1892 to mark the 400th anniversary of his voyage.

The Time Warner Center is the real star here, the lodestone that’s transformed this onetime pass-through block into a serious center of white-glove living, indulgent dining, and high-culture entertainment. Built on a design by David Childs and Mustafa Kemal Abadan, the building takes the form of two parallelogram-shaped glass-and-steel towers rising from a common base whose facade follows the curve of Columbus Circle. Inside, it’s a veritable city unto itself. At street level and just above are nearly 50 upscale shops; a little higher up is the home of Jazz at Lincoln Center (see p. 178), with artistic director Wynton Marsalis at the helm.

Upstairs, levels 3 and 4 offer half a dozen extraordinary restaurants and cafés. The 26-seat Masa gets the award for conspicuous consumption, its omakase dinner—five artfully composed appetizers followed by a sushi entrée of 15 to 20 exotic seafoods flown in from Japan—going for a cool $400 minimum. Designed with a Zenlike sense of order and calm, the restaurant offers seating at small tables or at a Japanese cedar bar, where you can watch sushi god Masa Takayama work his pricey magic. Next door, the less templelike Bar Masa brings costs back down to earth. At Per Se, Thomas Keller of Napa’s French Laundry (see p. 863) has created a Gotham version of his vaunted flagship, with elegant contemporary decor and views over Central Park setting the stage for nine-course tasting menus.
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A view of Columbus Circle and Central Park from the Time Warner Center’s 150-foot-tall glass curtain wall.

The upper levels of the Time Warner Center are given over to offices, millionaires’ condominiums, and the uberluxurious Mandarin Oriental Hotel; its 251 rooms occupy floors 35 to 54 of the center’s north tower. Feeling like a city in the clouds above the real city below, the hotel offers views of either the park, the Hudson River, or Midtown from every room, and is designed with a seamless blend of urban contemporary, Asian, and updated 1940s style—totally sophisticated, totally chic, and totally expensive. On the 35th floor, the hotel’s exquisite 14,500-square-foot spa is a tranquil aerie whose indulgent menu of massages and various body treatments adapted from traditions around the world knows few rivals.

Across Columbus Circle, in the Trump building, Jean Georges restaurant is the brainchild of Jean-Georges Vongerichten, one of America’s most creative culinary forces, and is among the city’s finest restaurants. From the simplest dish to the most complex, each masterpiece is a combination of obscure flavors, innovative pairings, and dazzling presentations of the kind that have captivated Vongerichten’s devotees since he first debuted on the New York dining scene in 1991.

WHERE: intersection of Broadway and Central Park South (W. 59th St.); www.shops atcolumbuscircle.com. MASA: Tel 212-823-9800; www.masanyc.com. Cost: prix fixe dinner from $400; tasting menu at Bar Masa $98. PER SE: Tel 212-823-9335; www.perseny.com. Cost: dinner tasting menus $275. MANDARIN ORIENTAL HOTEL: Tel 866-801-8880 or 212-805-8800; www.mandarin oriental.com. Cost: from $745. JEAN GEORGES: Tel 212-299-3900; www.jean-georges.com. Cost: prix fixe dinner from $95.

Coming to America

CUNARD’S QM2

New York, New York

The Golden Age of the passenger liners ended when jets cut the transatlantic travel time from five days to just a few hours, but what travelers gained in convenience, they lost in pure élan: long, leisurely days at sea; white-glove service; elegant formal dinners; a real sense of onboard community; and the feeling of being truly away from it all, with thousands of miles between you and landfall.

Since the early 1970s, when point-to-point liners morphed into round-trip cruise ships, the great Cunard Line has been the only shipping company to continue offering regularly scheduled transatlantic service in season, transiting between home ports in New York and Southampton, England. And who better? Cunard, after all, was the line that started it all back in 1840, when Sir Samuel Cunard secured the first royal contract to carry mail by steamship between Britain and North America. A sequence of legendary vessels followed: Mauritania, Lusitania, Aquitania, Berengaria, Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth, and finally, in 1969, Queen Elizabeth 2, the ship that kept up the transatlantic tradition for over three decades. Everyone assumed she was the last of the true ocean liners … but they were wrong.

In 1998, under the new ownership of American shipping giant Carnival Corporation, Cunard announced its intention to build a new liner, the largest ever conceived, and to create “a new Golden Age of sea travel for those who missed the first.” Nearly six years and more than $800 million later, in 2004, that dream became a reality when Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II christened the 2,620-passenger Queen Mary 2, a vessel built to sail the roughest of the North Atlantic’s waters well into the 21st century. She’s big, fast, and tough, with a knife-shaped prow, uncommonly thick hull plating, and incredibly powerful engines. Inside, she’s a veritable love letter to the old ocean liner days, merging art deco themes with modern, safety-conscious materials. Standout rooms include the formal Queen’s Room ballroom with its classic grandeur; the high-ceilinged Chart Room with its green glass deco maps and 1940s-style furnishings; and the forward-facing Commodore Club, its handsome leather chairs looking out over dramatic bow views.

At meals, Cunard is the last passenger line still segregating guests by class. Those booking the top-level suites dine in the 206-seat Queen’s Grill, while junior-suite passengers dine in the 180-seat Princess Grill and everyone else dines in the 1,351-passenger Britannia Restaurant. The two grills are the model of restrained good taste, while the Britannia is a dramatic, three-deck space designed to recall the magnificent first-class restaurant on the original Queen Mary (now permanently docked in California, see p. 817). QM2 continues some other traditions long gone by the wayside on other vessels (such as offering onboard kennels for passengers’ dogs and cats), but her archetypal nod to tradition is her singular schedule of transatlantic crossings, offered April through November. The trip westbound, from Southampton to New York, offers an entrance to New York that is unrivaled, clearing the Verrazano Narrows Bridge by just 13 feet at the highest tide and entering New York Harbor with the Statue of Liberty and the downtown skyline up ahead. It’s a sight to behold.

Be sure to listen for the two 7-foot Tyfon steam whistles mounted way up on the classic black-and-red funnel. Their sound is evocative enough—a low bass “A” that literally shakes the rafters—but here’s the bit of history that makes them sublime: One was borrowed permanently from the original Queen Mary. It’s the same whistle that sounded when the ship entered New York Harbor in 1945, carrying 14,526 American servicemen home from WWII, celebrating victory. Welcome to New York.

CUNARD: Tel 800-7-CUNARD or 661-753-1000; www.cunard.com. Cost: transatlantic crossings from about $1,400 per person (double occupancy). WHEN: Apr–Nov. BEST TIMES: roughest seas are typically Apr and Nov. The most beautiful weather in New York is usually in May–June and Sept–Oct.

Where New York Was New Amsterdam

HISTORIC DOWNTOWN

New York, New York

This is the New York you remember from all those black-and-white 1930s movies: narrow streets, looming skyscrapers, businesspeople in suits, and cabbies with that quintessential New Yawk accent. Today the cabbies are mostly from India, but the rest is pretty much the same—that is, as long as you bear in mind that the one constant in New York is change.

It was down at the southernmost tip of Manhattan Island that the Dutch colony of Nieuw Amsterdam was born in 1625. In 1626, the colony’s governor, Peter Minuit, made his now-legendary $24 purchase of the island from the Indians near what is now the Bowling Green, a tiny triangular park at the very base of Broadway. Once a larger patch that served as a cattle market and parade ground, it was converted to a park for lawn bowling in 1733. Immediately south is the U.S. Customs House. Designed by Cass Gilbert and completed in 1907, it’s one of the finest beaux arts buildings in New York and is now home to the New York branch of the National Museum of the American Indian.

Just next door, in Battery Park, is Castle Clinton, which welcomed about eight million arrivals as the city’s official immigration facility between 1855 and 1890, when operations moved to Ellis Island. Built as an offshore fort during the War of 1812 (subsequent landfills later joined it to Manhattan, creating Battery Park), it’s now a historic monument, a concert venue, and the jumping-off point for ferry service to the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island (see p. 192). Around the park are a series of monuments to various casualties of war and history, among them Fritz Koenig’s 25-foot bronze sculpture The Sphere, which stood in the plaza of the World Trade Center until the September 11 attacks. Rescued from the rubble, it was moved here in March 2002 to serve as a temporary memorial.

For an authentic piece of colonial history, head a few blocks east to the Fraunces Tavern. Built in 1719, this Georgian-style yellow brick house was the site where Washington gave his farewell address to the Continental Army, in 1783. You can tour the museum upstairs or enjoy a meal in its quaint restaurant downstairs. From here, walk north to legendary Wall Street. Named for an actual wooden wall erected by the Dutch in 1653 to ward off Indian attacks, it’s been the center of commerce in the New World for more than two centuries. The New York Stock Exchange, the largest securities market in the world, sits at the center of the action at Broad and Wall, housed in a handsome 1903 beaux arts building. Across the street, a statue of George Washington marks the entrance to Federal Hall, where he was inaugurated as the country’s first president in 1789. Federal Hall served as the first seat of U.S. government from 1789 to 1790—when New York was the capital of the newly formed U.S.—but it was demolished in 1812 to make room for the current structure, which served as New York’s customs house from 1842 to 1862.

Wall Street is also home to Trinity Church, at one time the tallest structure on the New York skyline at 281 feet. Built in 1846 by William Upjohn, the Episcopal church is now dwarfed by practically everything around it, but still functions as a house of worship and as a peaceful refuge, its graveyard holding the remains of such notables as Alexander Hamilton and Robert Fulton. Five blocks north is St. Paul’s Chapel, part of the Trinity Parish (see p. 195).

Farther north on Broadway, you won’t be able to miss the lovely 58-story Woolworth Building, which was the tallest building in the world when it was built in 1913. Designed by Cass Gilbert in the neo-gothic style, it resembles an extremely tall, narrow Notre Dame, full of lacy stone traceries, gargoyles, turrets, and spires. Just across the street is the south end of City Hall Park, a pretty public space surrounded by municipal government buildings, including the surprisingly small City Hall (not open to visitors). To the east, South Street Seaport encompasses twelve square blocks of 18th- and 19th-century buildings along historic cobblestone streets. Much of the area is taken up with mall-like shopping and dining establishments, but the South Street Seaport Museum is another matter, its galleries providing a view of the days when Manhattan was ringed with the masts of sailing ships, bringing cargo from around the world. Outside, at its piers on the East River, the museum’s collection of historic vessels sits permanently moored or at anchor.

WHERE: the southern tip of Manhattan island. Visitor info: Tel 212-484-1200; www.nycvisit.com. MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN: Tel 800-242-6624; www.nmai.si.edu. FRAUNCES TAVERN: Tel 212-425-1778 (museum) or 212-968-1776 (restaurant); www.frauncestavernmuseum.org. Cost: dinner $50. When: museum closed Sun–Mon. TRINITY CHURCH: Tel 212-602-0800; www.trinity wallstreet.org. SOUTH STREET SEAPORT MUSEUM: Tel 212-748-8600; www.seany.org. When: closed Mon, Apr–Dec; Fri–Mon, Jan–Mar. BEST TIMES: Mon and Thurs afternoons for free concerts at Trinity Church; summer evenings for music at the South Street Seaport.

Beacon of Romance, Symbol of a City

THE EMPIRE STATE BUILDING

New York, New York

Soaring 1,454 feet into the New York sky, the Empire State Building is the most perfect, enduring symbol of the city, a Promethean achievement that rose during the Great Depression. It reigned as the tallest building in the world for over 40 years, and, since 2001 when the Twin Towers fell, it is once again the city’s tallest. Though perhaps not the most beautiful of New York’s skyscrapers (the Chrysler Building usually wins that title; see p. 186), it is undoubtedly its most iconic and beloved, its art deco peak lit up in the colors of the season, transforming it into a lighthouse that marks the metaphorical center of town.

The idea for the 102-story building was born in the mind of John J. Raskob, a General Motors vice president who wanted to compete with Walter Chrysler’s new building up at 42nd and Lex. The announcement of the building’s construction came on August 29, 1929, just days after the stock market hit its then all-time peak, but by the time work on the foundation began in January 1930, the market had crashed. Whether because of the crash or in defiance of it, work went on. It officially opened in March 1931—only 13 months after construction began—and was a huge commercial flop. Only 30 percent of its office space had been rented, and 56 of its 103 floors had no occupants whatsoever. In its first year, the building’s owners made as much money from tickets sold to its observation decks as they did in rent.
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The Empire State Building is the second tallest building in the U.S. after the Sears Tower in Chicago.

But in the long run, none of that mattered. Nor does the fact that an early plan to tie up dirigibles to the building’s tower never materialized. The fact is that before it was even complete, the Empire State Building had become New Yorkers’ proudest collective achievement, and an international icon too. In the 1933 film, King Kong scaled the building after escaping from his captors, battling biplanes before tragically falling to his death. In 1957, Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr made plans to meet on the observation deck and resolve their star-crossed love. In 1993’s Sleepless in Seattle, Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan mimicked that Affair to Remember with their own sky-high rendezvous. And every day, thousands of visitors make their own elevator trip up to the observatories on the 86th and 102nd floors (the lower one the perennial favorite, the higher one glassed in and cramped) for a view that can stretch up to 80 miles in all directions and make you feel you’re king of the world.

WHERE: 350 5th Ave. Tel 212-736-3100; www.esbnyc.com. BEST TIME: Feb for the Empire State Building Run-Up, when more than 100 runners tackle the 1,576 steps leading to the 86th floor.

America’s Original Bohemian Quarter

GREENWICH VILLAGE

New York, New York

In or around 1916, the artist and provocateur Marcel Duchamp and several cohorts climbed to the top of the memorial arch in Washington Square Park and, brandishing Chinese lanterns and singing the “Marseillaise,” declared Greenwich Village “a free republic, independent of uptown.” And so it has remained, karmically if not politically.

The Village dates to the early 17th century, when Dutch settled the land. After the English took control of Manhattan in 1664, the area became known as Grin’wich, and in 1712 it was formally incorporated as an independent village—a northern suburb of New York, which was still concentrated down at the tip of the island (see p. 172). Increasing numbers of New Yorkers settled in the area, and the Village became so established that in 1811, when New York officials adopted a plan to segment all of Manhattan Island into a rigid street grid, they were forced to exempt the Village from the new rules—which is why today, even New York residents sometimes get lost trying to find their way through the Village’s illogical tangle.

Fame settled on the Village gradually during the 20th century, when it became one of the capitals of American bohemianism. First came the artists such as Duchamp and Edward Hopper, writers Eugene O’Neill and Henry Miller, and all manner of radicals drawn by the area’s low rents and tolerant sensibility. By the 1950s, the Village was home to such Beat Generation writers as Allen Ginsberg, and in the ’60s it was the center of America’s folk music revival, its coffeehouses birthing the careers of Bob Dylan and countless others. At the end of the decade, the Village saw the birth of the American gay rights movement when police raided a gay bar called the Stonewall Inn—and the patrons fought back.

Though its most radical days may now be behind it, the Village still provides much-needed relief from New York’s more businesslike quarters, its maze of streets and alleys holding architectural gems, classic bars, off-Broadway theater, and vibrant street life. Washington Square Park is the epicenter of the area, its 10 acres surrounded by the myriad buildings of New York University. On the park’s northern side, the Washington Arch was erected on a design by Stanford White between 1889 and 1892, commemorating George Washington’s inauguration as president 100 years before. Behind it, lining the park, is a row of landmark Greek Revival mansions dating to the mid-19th century, when the park was one of New York’s best addresses. Today, the park is still a hotbed of activity on most days, with both performers clustered around its central fountain and Village residents taking their ease on benches, playing chess, and walking their dogs.

To the south, Macdougal Street and Bleecker Street still retain some of their boho 1960s flavor, lined with shops, classic lowrent restaurants like Mamoun’s Falafel, and music clubs like Café Wha? and the Back Fence. Near Mamoun’s, tiny Minetta Street is an exemplar of the Village’s screwy street pattern, snaking through to Sixth Avenue in a way you don’t find uptown. Around the corner, on West 3rd Street, the Blue Note is the city’s most upscale jazz club, attracting big-name performers. Farther west, on Seventh Avenue, the Village Vanguard is its most revered, a tiny, triangular basement venue that in its 70-plus years has seen performances by the likes of John Coltrane, Dexter Gordon, and Miles Davis. Farther west, the epicenter of the Village’s gay community is Christopher Street and Sheridan Square at Seventh Avenue, site of the famous Stonewall Inn.

West of Seventh Avenue the Village turns into a gingerbread town full of narrow tree-lined streets, small cafés, pocket-size parks, and legendary bars like Chumley’s, a tiny former speakeasy whose door is still unmarked, and the White Horse Tavern, where poet Dylan Thomas literally drank himself to death in 1953. Newer spots, such as the always-packed “gastropub” the Spotted Pig, already appear to be legends.

Visit in late October and you’ll get swept up in the annual Greenwich Village Halloween Parade, the country’s biggest and arguably most entertaining Halloween celebration. It offers a kind of pass to the Village’s historical mystique, allowing anyone who shows up—masqueraders and watchers alike—the illusion that they too are part of a great, free-spirited bohemian continuum.
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A hub of life in the Village, Washington Square Park always buzzes with activity.

South of the Village, the onetime manufacturing district (and later arts haven) known as SoHo is now a high-end retail district dominated by beautiful 19th-century castiron architecture, as exemplified by the Haughwout Store building at the corner of Broadway and Broome. East of Broadway from Houston to 14th, what’s now known as the East Village was originally part of the Lower East Side (see p. 179) until renamed by realtors in the 1960s. It extends all the way to the East River, offering a slowly subsiding grungier vibe left over from the 1970s–’80s punk scene, as well as a smattering of Polish and Ukrainian restaurants surviving from distant immigrant days.

WHERE: The Village is bounded by Broadway on the east, the Hudson River on the west, Houston St. to the south, and 14th St. to the north. MAMOUN’S: Tel 212-674-8685; www.mamouns.com. Cost: lunch $9. CAFÉ WHA?: Tel 212-254-3706; www.cafewha.com. BACK FENCE: Tel 212-475-9221; www.thebackfenceonline.com. THE BLUE NOTE: Tel 212-475-8592; www.blue notejazz.com/newyork. Cost: tickets from $25. VILLAGE VANGUARD: Tel 212-255-4037; www.villagevanguard.com. Cost: tickets from $30. STONEWALL INN: Tel 212-488-2705; www.stonewall-place.com. CHUMLEY’S: Tel 212-675-4449. WHITE HORSE: Tel 212-243-9260. SPOTTED PIG: Tel 212-620-0393; www.thespottedpig.com. Cost: dinner $35. HOW: Big Onion Walking Tours (tel 212-439-1090; www.bigonion.com) offers tours of the Village (as well as other neighborhoods). BEST TIMES: late June for the annual Gay Pride March (www.hopinc.org); Oct 31 for the Halloween Parade (www.halloween-nyc.com).

The Spiritual Home of Black America

HARLEM & UPPER MANHATTAN

New York, New York

For the first 200 years of its history, Harlem was a tiny agricultural village first settled by the Dutch in 1658, but in the late 19th century, it began to grow rapidly, as subways and elevated railroads reached farther north.

Grand homes and apartment buildings began to rise, turning the area into a desirable alternative to the city’s more congested downtown. In the early years of the 20th century over-development meant rents were low enough for immigrant families and later for African Americans who arrived in huge numbers from the South. By the 1920s, Harlem was home to such towering figures as W.E.B. DuBois, Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and Duke Ellington, who forged what became known as the Harlem Renaissance, the first great flowering of black arts and letters in the U.S. But by the late 1970s, overcrowding, neglect, poverty, drugs, and violence had degraded the neighborhood into a symbol of urban decay. But in the late 1990s, Harlem again turned a corner, with an explosion of new businesses and block after block of historic homes slowly restored to their earlier glory.

At the southern end is 125th Street, a vibrant retail corridor with national chains standing side by side with locally owned shops, restaurants, and offices—including those of former president Bill Clinton. Between Adam Clayton Powell and Frederick Douglass Boulevards is the landmark Apollo Theater, an icon in the black community since 1934, when the famous Amateur Night first debuted. Ella Fitzgerald, one of the first winners, led a parade of greats that’s included Billie Holiday, James Brown, Ray Charles, Marvin Gaye, and Richard Pryor. Amateur Night is still held every Wednesday, along with a variety of headliner concerts.

To get a glimpse of where the Harlem Renaissance was born, head north to the historic neighborhood of Sugar Hill, once home to notables like Justice Thurgood Marshall and prize-fighter Joe Louis, and still full of dignified row houses. A little south, backing up to each other on 138th and 139th streets between Seventh and Eighth Avenues, is a group of 1890s town houses designed by McKim, Mead & White and others. In the 1920s and ’30s, when upwardly mobile black professionals began to move in, the streets became known as “Strivers Row.”

On Sunday mornings, visitors are a common sight at many of Harlem’s gospel church services, famous for their energetic music, passionate preaching, and spiritual lift. Best bets are the Abyssinian Baptist Church, led by the influential Reverend Calvin Butts and renowned for its choir, and Mother A.M.E. (African Methodist Episcopal) Zion, the state’s oldest black church, founded in 1797 and with a history that connects it to the Underground Railroad.
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The Peace Fountain, sculpted by Greg Wyatt, stands in the gardens of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.

Storied restaurants are also a big draw, including the family-run Sylvia’s on Lenox Avenue and West 126th. Since 1962, this Harlem institution has served up classic soul food like mouthwatering fried chicken and heavenly corn bread. Meanwhile, over on West 131st Street near the Hudson River, new restaurants like the biker-themed Dinosaur Bar-B-Que testify to Harlem’s increasing gentrification, serving ribs that make the trip worthwhile.

South of 125th on the west side, the neighborhood of Morningside Heights encompasses Columbia University and its grand main campus, as well as the incredible Cathedral of St. John the Divine, the world’s largest gothic cathedral, with a nave as long as two football fields. Under continuous construction since 1892, it is now two-thirds done, with no completion date in sight. Along with lack of funds the use of traditional gothic building techniques accounts for the slow pace of construction, but it may also contribute to the cathedral’s powerful spirituality, which has made it a favorite of everyone from the resident Episcopal congregation to musicians such as Tibet’s Gyuto Tantric Choir and New Age saxophonist Paul Winter, who performs a winter solstice concert here annually.

WHERE: Harlem starts around 125th St. on the west side and around 96th St. on the east. It extends north to 155th St., and east-west from the Harlem and East Rivers to the Hudson. APOLLO THEATER: Tel 212-531-5300; www.apollotheater.com. Cost: from $18. ABYSSINIAN BAPTIST CHURCH: Tel 212-862-7474; www.abyssinian.org. MOTHER A.M.E. ZION CHURCH: Tel 212-234-1545. SYLVIA’S: Tel 212-996-0660; www.sylvias restaurant.com. Cost: dinner $15. DINOSAUR BAR-B-QUE: Tel 212-694-1777; www.dinosaurbarbque.com. Cost: dinner $25. ST. JOHN THE DIVINE: Tel 212-316-7540; www.stjohndivine.org. HOW: Harlem Spirituals (tel 800-660-2166 or 212-391-0900; www.harlemspirituals.com) offers bus tours focused on Harlem history, landmarks, gospel music, and jazz. Cost: 4-hour Sun gospel tours $49. BEST TIME: late July–Aug for Harlem Week (www.harlemweek.com), a month-long celebration of black and Hispanic culture that includes the Harlem Jazz & Music Festival (www.harlemdiscover.com/harlemjazz).

If You Can Make It Here, You Can Make It Anywhere

LINCOLN CENTER & CARNEGIE HALL

New York, New York

Located in the heart of the largely residential Upper West Side, 16-acre Lincoln Center is the largest arts complex in the world and the centerpiece of New York’s performing arts scene, providing a sort of one-stop-shopping opportunity for high culture since 1962.

The center’s three main theaters—the Metropolitan Opera House, the New York State Theater (home to the New York City Ballet and New York City Opera), and Avery Fisher Hall (home to the New York Philharmonic) surround a large central plaza, inspired by Michelangelo’s Campidoglio piazza in Rome, and a fountain designed by Philip Johnson. In summer, dance bands playing swing, salsa, and more perform in the plaza as part of the Midsummer Night Swing series. Look up from your dancing to view Source of Music and Triumph of Music, two enormous Marc Chagall murals hanging behind the Opera House’s glass facade. Off the main plaza are several smaller theaters and rehearsal spaces; the Juilliard School, the country’s foremost college for the performing arts; the School of American Ballet, established in 1934 by George Balanchine; the Film Society of Lincoln Center, with showings throughout the year; and Damrosch Park, a park and band shell for outdoor performances. Five blocks down Broadway, the home of Jazz at Lincoln Center at the new Time Warner Center (see p. 170) maintains the 1,233-seat Rose Theater as well as an intimate jazz club and the amphitheater-style Allen Room, where the stage backdrop is an enormous glass wall offering magnificent nighttime views across Columbus Circle and straight down Central Park South.

At 57th Street and Seventh Avenue, Carnegie Hall is without a doubt the most famous performance venue in the U.S., if not the world. Built in 1890–91 through the largesse of industrialist Andrew Carnegie, the hall quickly became one of the most important stages anywhere, and over the decades it has seen a who’s who of the world’s greatest musicians, including Sergei Rachmaninoff, Leonard Bernstein, Maria Callas, Miles Davis, Isaac Stern, Ravi Shankar, and Pete Seeger. Behind the building’s Italian Renaissance brick and terra-cotta facade are three halls: the main 2,804-seat auditorium, where remarkable acoustics have made it a favorite of performers and audiences for more than a century; the smaller Weill Recital Hall; and Zankel Hall, presenting classical, jazz, world, and pop music, plus family concerts and education programs.

The lower reaches of the Upper West Side hold several wonderful options for pre- and post-theater dining. Picholine is a longtime favorite of the Lincoln Center crowd, offering French and Mediterranean cuisine in a sophisticated ambience of crystal chandeliers, European paintings, fine service, and a justly famous cheese cart. Nearby, Rosa Mexicano is famous for upscale Mexican cuisine (including fresh guacamole prepared tableside), killer pomegranate margaritas, and a fun, lively atmosphere.

LINCOLN CENTER: Tel 212-546-2656; www.lincolncenter.org. When: Most companies’ seasons run from Sept or Oct–May or June. CARNEGIE HALL: Tel 212-247-7800; www.carnegiehall.org. When: generally closed July–Aug. PICHOLINE: Tel 212-724-8585; www.artisanalcheese.com. Cost: dinner $75. ROSA MEXICANO: Tel 212-977-7700; www.rosamexicano.info. Cost: dinner $40. BEST TIMES: at Lincoln Center, July for Midsummer Night Swing and the Lincoln Center Festival, with performances of music, dance, theater, and opera from around the world; Aug for the Mostly Mozart festival; late Sept–Oct for the New York Film Festival.

Never Pay Retail

THE LOWER EAST SIDE

New York, New York

Think of anything you know about the Jewish experience in the U.S. and it probably has its roots in the Lower East Side, where, between 1882 and 1924, nearly two million Eastern European Jews began their American adventure. At its peak in 1910, the tiny area—less than 2 miles north to south, and only a mile wide—was one of the most densely inhabited spots on earth, with more than half a million residents crammed into block after block of five- and six-story tenement houses. Inside, tiny apartments often served as homes to as many as seven to ten family members and boarders, and doubled as piecework sewing factories during the day. Outside, the streets were crowded with pushcart vendors, while every business in sight was Jewish-owned. To an immigrant arriving from violently anti-Semitic Russia or Poland, it must have seemed like the safest place on earth, for all its crowding and hardships. It was the greatest concentration of Jewish life the world had seen in almost 2,000 years.

But things change, and after the Immigration Act of 1924 slowed eastern and southern European migration to a trickle, Jewish families began leaving the Lower East Side in search of greater space and more opportunity. Still the neighborhood remained home, a bit of the old country in this new country, even as Latin American and Caribbean immigrants who succeeded the Jews were themselves displaced by gentrification. Today, hip bars, trendy boutiques, and restaurants (including the busy ’inoteca, serving Italian small-plate favorites and a very impressive wine list) occupy storefronts that were once bodegas, and before that kosher delis. The Yiddish theaters that once dotted Second Avenue are gone, and the small synagogues that hang on throughout the area often have difficulty assembling a minyan, the minimum of ten adults required for communal prayer.

But still, some things remain. The Moorish-style Eldridge Street Synagogue was the first great house of worship in America built by Eastern European Jews, in 1886. In its heyday it drew thousands for worship, but as Jews left the area in the 1930s, the synagogue fell into decay. In the late 1980s a long-term (and ongoing) restoration began, rescuing its vaulted 70-foot ceiling, remarkable stained-glass windows, and ornate wood and plasterwork. Today visitors can tour the interior, then tour the neighborhood for added historical context.

Farther north, the Lower East Side Tenement Museum preserves an entire five-story tenement building as a time capsule of immigrant life, offering tours of apartments meticulously reconstructed to mirror the lives of actual residents like the Levines, Polish immigrants who operated a dress shop from their apartment here in the 1890s, and the Rogarshevskys, Lithuanian immigrants who lived in the building from 1910 to 1941. Through the stories of these and other residents, visitors gain insight into both the day-to-day lives of the neighborhood’s immigrants and the larger social forces that shaped their time. The museum also organizes neighborhood tours.

A handful of the neighborhood’s old-time Jewish eateries have managed to weave themselves firmly into the fabric of contemporary New York life. Step inside the cavernous Katz’s Delicatessen, in business since 1888, where decades-old signs (“Send a salami to your boy in the Army”) compete with photos of visiting celebrities, while customers compete at the various serving counters for takeout. Timeless classics like thick-sliced pastrami sandwiches and blintzes are washed down with a nice cream soda. Every film buff knows this was where Meg Ryan had her fake orgasm in When Harry Met Sally.

Nearby, Russ & Daughters is a beloved fourth-generation food emporium opened by immigrant Joel Russ in 1914. Its gleaming white-and-stainless-steel interior is home to New York’s best smoked fish, lox, and other Jewish favorites. Down the street, Yonah Schimmel Knish Bakery is of the same vintage, its brick ovens turning out knishes—pockets of dough stuffed with delicious fillings—since 1910. On Grand Street, Kossar’s Bialys has been baking the “Jewish English muffin” since 1936, its commercial-bakery interior suffused with the smells of warm bread, fresh-ground onions, and the essence of another time.

WHERE: bounded roughly by Houston St. to the north, the Bowery to the west, Catherine St. to the south, and the East River. ’INOTECA: Tel 212-614-0473; www.inotecanyc.com. Cost: dinner $45. ELDRIDGE STREET SYNAGOGUE: Tel 212-219-0888; www.eldridgestreet.org. When: tours Sun–Thurs. TENEMENT MUSEUM: Tel 212-431-0233; www.tenement.org. KATZ’S DELI: Tel 800-4HOTDOG or 212-254-2246; www.katzdeli.com. Cost: sandwich $12. RUSS & DAUGHTERS: Tel 800-RUSS-229 or 212-475-4880; www.russanddaughters.com. YONAH SCHIMMEL: Tel 212-477-2858; www.knishery.com. Cost: knish $4. KOSSAR’S BIALYS: Tel 877-4-BIALYS or 212-253-2146; www.kossarsbialys.com. Cost: bialy $1. BEST TIMES: avoid Sat, both for crowds and for Sabbath; the un-air-conditioned tenement museum can be very hot in summer.

Pilgrims, an Inflatable Mickey, and Santa
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