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Maryland Crab Quest




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

320 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Jun – Sep

START

Baltimore, MD

END

Whitehaven, MD







WHY GO Come, ye foodies, for the food that best defines Maryland: Callinectes sapidus. The “beautiful swimmer” is better known as the blue crab, served steamed in large shell-flecked social gatherings. Attending a crab feast in a true crab house is the gastronomic distillation of all things Maryland.





In some states, when you want to get your smooth on with a girl, you take her out for a nice French meal, or to a cozy Italian joint, or book a table at some cutting-edge fusion culinary chicness.



In Maryland, nothing says “I love you” like spreading newspapers on a table, sticking your thumb up the ass of a bottom-feeding spider, ripping the body of said arthropod cleanly in two and then dismantling the rest of the creature with a mallet and knife. A few beers only add to the romance.



Yes, they know affection in the Old Line State. Although to be honest, a crab feast, Maryland’s state meal (thanks to an abundance of the crustaceans in the Chesapeake Bay) is usually not a pairs event. While any self-respecting Maryland girl would go gaga over a good plate of blue crabs, the event tends to be a group affair, an occasion for friends and family to come together and celebrate good food and casualness in that most hallowed of state social halls: the crab house.



These institutions are quintessentially Maryland, and a distinct identifier for a state that lies in an amorphous cultural penumbra between the North, the South and the shadow of the nation’s capital. Let’s be honest, Maryland is often insecure of its identity. Crabs are the one thing they do best, even better than New Orleans. (Boiled crabs? Pah! Steaming releases the juices.) How much does Maryland care about its crabs? Well, they put them on their driver’s licenses (no, really). And the physical act of eating together in messy camaraderie, working hard for a little meat that is oh-so-sweet, complemented by sweet white corn, Budweiser and hush puppies, is a ballet most Marylanders are trained in from early childhood, a dance they all know the steps to.


[image: ]





Herein we have described a quest for the best of Maryland’s crab houses, yet we’ve got to admit: the statewide appeal of the venue is partially attributable to its essential sameness across the board. Crabs are comforting, and so are the restaurants they’re served in. Inevitably, the crab house decor is uniform: maritime memorabilia, wooden tables, jars of Old Bay, apple vinegar and melted butter, and the smell of fish, frying grease, beer and sawdust.



Crabs are cooked the same way across the state: steamed in water and beer and Old Bay seasoning; if Old Bay is added afterwards, beware. Done right, the result is sweet, juicy white crabmeat cut by the sharp edge of cayenne, onion and salt.



We’ll start in Baltimore, which calls itself the “Crab Cake” to New York’s Big Apple. In urban Maryland, this is as good as crabs get, although we are firmly of the opinion that you need to go to the marshy boonies for the best crabs in the state.



[image: ] Waverly Crabs & Seafood, on Greenmount Ave, is a slightly tatty joint in a slightly tatty neighborhood, but the prices tend to be cheaper than the competition and the jumbos (the largest class of crab) are really jumbo. The clientele is local, which is another positive sign, as is the mixed Salvadoran, Filipino, black and white staff of pickers, steamers and spicers cooking the crabs behind the counter.



This is a takeout, so you’ll be eating your crustaceans at home. For the record, these crab take-aways are more common than actual crab houses, and, oftentimes, crabs sold out of the back of a waterperson’s pickup are of the best quality (and guaranteed to be local; sadly, due to depletion of the Chesapeake Bay and run-off pollution, many “local” crabs are shipped in from southern states, and prepicked crabmeat sold in grocery stores is often from Southeast Asia).



The best sit-down crab joint in Baltimore is [image: ] LP Steamers, which is a quick drive from Fort McHenry. The “LP” stands for Locust Point, one of Charm City’s classic blue-collar southside ’hoods; lots of residents here have been employed on the Baltimore docks or are a family member removed from working the waterfront. Steamers stands in the middle of a thin block of Baltimore row houses, and bustles with business from dedicated tourists and working-class neighbors. Everything on the menu is good, and everyone working the line is local. Munching on a fried oyster sandwich doused in hot sauce, we couldn’t help smiling when our server asked her friend, in a true Bawlmer accent, about the weather “deeyown the ayshun” (down the Ocean – ie in Ocean City).




MALES ONLY

Crabs are priced seasonally, so you can expect to pay anywhere from $30 to $80 for a dozen. When buying crabs, be sure to always ask for large or jumbo males. Females shouldn’t be harvested, since they’re the mothers of the next generation of dining goodness.







It may be the state’s capital, but Annapolis isn’t the best city in Maryland for crabs – better options are closer in Southern Maryland and the Eastern Shore (by close we mean an hour or so away; Marylanders will drive long distances, even making day trips, for specific crab houses). Still, state politicos do have an excellent option for the vaunted government practice of committeeing a bill over blue crabs at [image: ] Cantler’s, just outside of the city.



Like many crab houses, Cantler’s can be approached by road (Forest Beach Rd by Rte 50 east) or boat (a waterfront location is crab-eating industry standard). The soft crabs here are particularly well-respected, probably due to the large on-site peeling sheds, where crabs are allowed to molt.



Some of the tastiest crabs in Maryland are served in the rural trifecta of counties that makes up Southern Maryland. In thin Calvert County, about 45 miles south of Annapolis, the crab cakes at [image: ] Stoney’s on Broome’s Island are regarded as the best in the state: large, pleasantly lumpy and served amid excellent waterfront ambience. Calvert is good for post-crab drinks, too; on Rte 4 at the tip of Solomons Island is one of the most inexplicably popular bars in the state: the [image: ] Tiki Bar. It’s not much more than an outdoor bar with a sand-and-Polynesian-idol-strewn courtyard, but hundreds of party people and boaters from across the Chesapeake create a mini–Bourbon St vibe here on weekends.



The crab houses seem to stack thicker the closer you come to the tip of the state’s Western Shore, in St Mary’s County. Only 60 miles long, yet surrounded by hundreds of miles of water due to its heavily indented coastline, the pineclad beaches of Maryland’s oldest county conceal excellent crab shacks, particularly along the Patuxent River. The seafood joints we recommend are known for their steamed crabs and just a bit more. [image: ] Evans, down Piney Point Rd off Rte 5, does good crabs, but is also worth a stop for its quintessentially tidewater location: St George’s Island, a speckle of perfectly packaged nature hemmed in by tall, whispering trees, softly lapping tides and loblolly-needle trails.




BEST. SEASONING. EVER.

You see it everywhere down here: Old Bay seasoning, the deep red, pleasantly hot but unmistakably estuarine spice of Maryland. Made from celery salt, mustard, black and red pepper and other secrets, we put it on our corn, our french fries, our potato chips and, of course, our crabs. A large container of the stuff is the perfect Maryland souvenir, but beware of wiping your face after partaking of the spice: Old Bay in the eyes is incredibly painful.







The further south, the more spread out houses become, as if they are trailing into the Chesapeake Bay and its surrounding forests. Another pretty view and more excellent seafood awaits at the river-encircled end of Wynne Rd, also located off Rte 5. [image: ] Courtney’s is run by perennially gruff waterman Tom Courtney and his perennially chatty Filipino wife, Julie. This isn’t technically a crab house, but it’s one of the most authentic seafood restaurants in Maryland, where anything you’re served (well, any seafood) was caught by Tom earlier that day.



Heading north on Rte 5, with a side trip on Rte 234 and a turn onto Hwy 301, leads you to Pope’s Creek Rd. The road twists and turns through copses of trees overgrown with ivy and gold-flecked fields, which once hid John Wilkes Booth; Abraham Lincoln’s assassin fled into this hinterland after his infamous performance in Ford’s Theater.



Today, Pope’s Creek (about 4 miles from Newburg) conceals one of the top seafood restaurants in Maryland, a crab-shack-cum-sit-down spot that overlooks the marsh-accented, slow meandering creek itself. [image: ] Captain Billy’s is as famous (if not more so) for its oysters as its crabs. Billy’s combines the essential elements of Maryland seafood dining: talented frying, casual ambience and beautiful location.



The Eastern Shore is the part of Maryland most connected to water, but it’s not as packed with crab houses as one might think; many locals buy their crustaceans directly from watermen or catch them themselves. [image: ] Harris Crab House off Rte 50 in the Kent Narrows, just after crossing the Bay Bridge, is highly regarded for its food and enormous wooden waterfront deck, even if it’s a bit of a tourist trap.



Finding the best food on the Shore requires a bit of effort and driving. Well, we’re loathe to call it Maryland’s “best” crab house, as such proclamations have been known to start bar brawls, but it’s as sure a contender as any. To reach the grail of this Crab Quest, you need to take Rte 50 all the way to tiny MD 347, turn right onto tinier MD 349, and left at even tinier MD 352, before hanging a right onto the thin track that is Clara Rd. There’s a gorgeous, friendly B&B down this way, the [image: ] Whitehaven Hotel (in Whitehaven; population roughly 30) that overlooks one of the oldest, still-operating ferry crossings in the state.




CRUSTACEAN VARIATION

Steamed crabs are never the only item available at crab houses; Maryland menus mix up their shellfish. Try these favorites: crab cakes (crabmeat mixed with bread crumbs and secret spice combinations, fried); crab balls (as above, but smaller); soft crabs (crabs that have molted their shells and are fried, looking like giant breaded spiders – they’re delicious); red crab and cream of crab soup; and fish stuffed with crab imperial (crab sautéed in butter, mayonnaise and mustard, occasionally topped with cheese).







Also here, nestled in a heart-melting river-and-stream-scape, is the low-slung, laughter-packed [image: ] Red Roost. It’s a former chicken coop where the lamp shades are crafted from watermen’s crab buckets and the waitresses are local teenagers. A bow-tied piano player pounds the keys and croons corny ballads (causing a family sitting next to us to mutter, “we best get out of here”), but that’s the only potential drawback. Otherwise, the all-you-can-eat corn (served unshucked!), hush puppies, clam strips, fried chicken and steamed crab feasts are…well, it’s a meal fit for a Roman emperor, were Roman emperors from Wicomico county.

Adam Karlin

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Start in Baltimore, on the north side of Greenmount Ave, before moving through the rest of the state.



EAT

Cantler’s

The by-consensus best crab house in Annapolis is outside the city, but well worth the drive. [image: ] 410-757-1311; www.cantlers.com; 458 Forest Beach Rd, Annapolis; mains from $20;[image: ] 11am-11pm, 11am-midnight Fri & Sat

Captain Billy’s

Driving through countryside to get here is half the fun. The other half: delicious food. [image: ] 301-932-4323; www.captbillys.com; 11495 Pope’s Creek Rd, Pope’s Creek; mains $10-30;[image: ] 11am-9pm Tue-Sun, closed winter

Courtney’s

This is a small, barebones and thoroughly excellent seafood shack perched over a quiet bend of a picture-perfect river. [image: ] 301-872-4403; 48290 Wynne Rd, Ridge; mains $7-25; [image: ] lunch & dinner

Evans

A lovely seafood house on woodsy St George’s Island. [image: ] 410-994-9944; www.evansseafoodrestaurant.com; 16810 Piney Point Rd, Piney Point; mains $10-32; [image: ] 4-9pm Fri, noon-9pm Sat, noon-8pm Sun

Harris Crab House

Although it gets a bit flooded with tourists, Harris’ reputation is well deserved. [image: ] 410-827-9500; www.harriscrabhouse.com; 425 Kent Narrow Way, Graysonville; mains $11-30; [image: ] lunch & dinner

LP Steamers

The best in Baltimore’s seafood stakes: working class, teasing smiles and the freshest crabs on the southside. [image: ] 410-576-9294; www.lpsteamers.com; 1100 E Fort Ave, Baltimore; mains $8-28; [image: ] lunch & dinner

Red Roost

The original legend: tell someone from the Eastern Shore you cracked crabs here and your street (well, Bay) cred rises immediately. [image: ] 410-546-5443; www.theredroost.com; 2670 Clara Rd, Whitehaven; mains $15-40; [image: ] daily, hours vary

Stoney’s

Another Maryland epic: that of the perfect crab cake, just lumpy, crispy, melty and fat enough for a Chesapeake king. [image: ] 410-586-1888; 3956 Oyster House Rd, Broome’s Island; mains $12-34; [image: ] lunch & dinner Thu-Sun

Waverly Crabs & Seafood

There’s no better spot for takeaway crabs in Baltimore. [image: ] 410-243-1181; 3400 Greenmount Ave, Baltimore; crabs priced seasonally; [image: ] to 10pm



DRINK

Tiki Bar

Imagine Bourbon St with all the trashiness and none of the history, plus sand and tidewater breezes.[image: ] 410-326-4075; www.tikibarsolomons.com; 85 Charles St, Solomons Island; [image: ] daily, afternoon to late



SLEEP

Whitehaven Hotel

Excellent rooms, views and hosts and nestled on a postcard-corner of the Eastern Shore. [image: ] 410-873-2000; http://whitehaven.tripod.com; 2685 Whitehaven Rd, Whitehaven; r $110-150



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.bluecrab.info

http://skipjack.net/le_shore/crab/picking_index.htm









Return to beginning of chapter
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Maine Lobster Tour




TIME

2 – 3 days

DISTANCE

200 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Year-round

START

Wells, ME

END

Bar Harbor, ME







WHY GO Maine’s amazingly fresh lobster is so ubiquitous that if you ask 10 Mainers where to find the best lobster, you’ll probably get 20 different answers. Taste-test your way across the state enjoying the various lobster incarnations: lobster roll, lobster salad and the traditional steamed lobster.





When humans first ate lobster, it was surely an act of desperation. The crops must have failed and the fish stopped biting, so some poor soul was forced to trudge through thick strands of seaweed in search of anything remotely edible. This unfortunate would have stuck a hand deep into a dark crevice and pulled out a wretched, googly-eyed creature with pincers wildly waving and furiously snapping shut. Eureka! This ghastly creature is delicious! Who’d have guessed this hideous arachnoid would wind up topping the price lists at fancy restaurants?



As you cross the state line into Maine, signs littered with superlatives crowd the streets attempting to lure those with lobster on the brain. Get some tail at [image: ] Mike’s Clam Shack in Wells. Mike’s is definitely a tourist trap (the menus have detailed instructions about tipping in America), but its midsized lobster rolls, with a helping of unusually tasty fries, are delish. Those looking for a side order of sand and sun should try [image: ] Forbes Self Service Restaurant along Wells Beach. The large, bright-blue-and-yellow hut offers a scrumptious lobster/mayo combo to go, so customers can chow down under the shade of their beach umbrella.



Before venturing deep into the heart of Maine’s main lobster territory, make a pit stop in Portland, the state’s largest city. The [image: ] Downeast Duck Tours, aboard an amphibious bus/boat, is a unique way to learn about the region’s vivid maritime history. The tour ambles around town then plunges into Casco Bay for a whole different perspective.


[image: ]



Hop back on Hwy 1 and continue your northward journey in search of an afternoon snack at [image: ] Red’s, in little Wiscasset. The throngs of lip-licking tourists make this wobbly lobster stand very hard to miss. The lobster-roll recipe is simple: take a toasted hot-dog bun and cram it with one lobster’s worth of meat. There’s a small plastic bowl of melted butter for dipping, and voilà – no gobs of mayo, just juicy red meat and a plastic fork shoved in the middle like a pioneer’s flag.




YOU’VE GOT MAIL

The times they are a-changin’. Fresh Maine lobster used to be a luxury available only to those who made the pilgrimage. These days you can have the critters delivered to your doorstep with a click of your mouse and a quick call to FedEx. If you’re too lazy to get off your keister and taste-test your way up the coast, then get in touch with Browne Trading (www.browne-trading.com) or Maine Lobster Direct (www.mainelobsterdirect.com).







A stop in Rockland, further north on Hwy 1, is a must for any true lobster junkie. This little port teems with crustacean-related events throughout the year including lobster-boat racing and the annual Maine Lobster Festival (www.mainelobsterfestival.com). A trip with [image: ] Captain Jack Lobster Boat Adventure is a great way to get a behind-the-scenes look at lobster hunting in Maine. Spend an hour cruising the open seas on an authentic 30ft lobster boat while Captain Hale hauls his traps. Lunch and dinner cruises are also available for those who want some instant gratification. Sample some exquisitely prepared seafood at Rockland’s favorite restaurant, [image: ] Primo, if you don’t want your dishes rocking back and forth. Feast on modern twists of Italian faves like fresh vine-ripe antipastos and a heavenly espresso dessert float topped with vanilla and chocolate gelato.



To digest the lifetime’s worth of lobster consumed earlier on in the day, settle for the night at the handsome [image: ] Pilgrim’s Inn, on the rugged, rock-strewn shores of Deer Isle. Built in 1793, the post-and-beam inn offers refined seaside charm in its 12 rooms and cottages.




YOU’VE GOT MALE

Show your skills at the dinner table and wow those surrounding you by identifying the gender of your steamed seafood. The secret lies in the swimmerets (the small, leafy limbs dangling on the underside of the tail). If the first pair of swimmerets are hard, then you’ve caught yourself a male – female lobsters’ swimmerets feel more featherlike.







Start the new day by continuing north to Bar Harbor, on Mount Desert Island (pronounced “dessert,” for all you New England neophytes), where you can take a morning ride with the affable Captain John on [image: ] Lulu Lobster Boat. Enjoy the postcard-worthy scenery around Acadia National Park while listening to colorful local legends and the faint claw-clicking of recently caught creatures. After a tour with Lulu, swing by the [image: ] Thirsty Whale, a favorite hang-out for local lobster catchers. Try an amber brew while eavesdropping on the conversations of gruff sailors as they swap exaggerated stories of whale sightings, rip tides and catching a lobster THIS BIG. For the best lobster on Mount Desert Island, locals turn to [image: ] Thurston’s Lobster Pound out in Bernard, overlooking Bass Harbor. Park yourself on the rickety plastic patio furniture, strap on a bib and savor some of the juiciest crustaceans around while watching fishing boats unload their daily catch.

Brandon Presser

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Boston, take I-95 north, passing the New Hampshire and Maine state lines before arriving in Wells Beach.



DO

Captain Jack Lobster Boat Adventure

Experience life as a lobster catcher aboard an authentic downeaster lobster vessel. [image: ] 207-542-6852; www.captainjacklobstertours.com; 130 Thomaston St, Rockland; adult/child $25/15; [image: ] 9am-dusk mid-May–mid-Oct; [image: ]

Downeast Duck Tours

This 70-minute amphibious bus putters through the Old Port, before plunging into the bay for a waterside tour. [image: ] 800-979-3370; www.downeastducktours.com; 177 Commercial St, Portland; adult/child $24/19; [image: ] mid-May–late Oct; [image: ]

Lulu Lobster Boat

A tour aboard a traditional lobster boat intermixed with local legends, great photo ops and traps full of lobster. [image: ] 207-963-2341; www.lululobsterboat.com; Harborside Hotel and Marina, Bar Harbor; adult/child $30/17; [image: ] 9am-6pm early May-late Oct; [image: ]



EAT

Forbes Self Service Restaurant

A bright-blue-and-yellow bastion of seafood serving beach bums some of the best lobster around. [image: ] 207-646-7620; Wells Beach; lobster roll $15-18; [image: ] breakfast, lunch & dinner late May-Aug

Mike’s Clam Shack

An institution along the highway, Mike’s is a bit touristy but serves up a great lobster roll with a tasty side of French fries. [image: ] 207-646-5999; www.mikesclamshack.com; 1150 Post Rd, Wells; lobster roll $12.50; [image: ] 11:30am-9:30pm; [image: ]

Primo

Set in a Victorian home and featuring expertly prepared seafood, Primo remains one of the top restaurants in the Northeast. [image: ] 207-596-0770; 2 S Main St (ME 73), Rockland; mains $25-48; [image: ] dinner Thu-Sun May & Sep-Dec, Thu-Mon Jun-Aug

Red’s

A small stand overflowing with hungry tourists yearning for a lobster roll. [image: ] 207-882-6128; cnr Main & Water Sts, Wiscasset; lobster roll $16-19; [image: ] 11:30am-11pm Jun-Aug, 11:30am-9pm Sep-May

Thirsty Whale

Head here to mingle with locals and lobstermen over a pint of ale. [image: ] 207-288-9335; 40 Cottage St, Bar Harbor; beer $2.50-4.50; [image: ] 11am-1am, kitchen closes 9pm

Thurston’s Lobster Pound

Overlooking Bass Harbor in Bernard, this casual waterside spot with superb views serves amazingly fresh lobster. [image: ] 207-244-7600; Steamboat Wharf, Bernard; lobster roll $10.75; [image: ] 11am-8:30pm late May–mid-Oct



SLEEP

Pilgrim’s Inn

Sitting along the Northwest Harbor, this handsome post-and-beam inn was built in 1793 and offers refined seaside charm in its 12 rooms and cottages.[image: ] 207-348-6615; www.pilgrimsinn.com; 20 Main St, Deer Isle Village; r incl breakfast $139-259



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.meliving.com/lobster/index.shtml

www.visitmaine.com









Return to beginning of chapter

TRIP 3    [image: ]

Cajun Country Road Trip




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

370 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Mar – Jun & Sep – Nov

START

New Orleans, LA

END

New Orleans, LA







WHY GO Hidden in the maze of bayous, lakes, swamps and prairies that unfurl south and west of New Orleans is a wild and jubilant French-speaking culture punctuated by crawfish boils, all-night jam sessions and dance parties. You’ll enjoy a small taste by looping through Cajun Country to Lafayette and back.





Most folks view Louisiana through a prism called New Orleans, but to experience Cajun Country is to know another side of one of America’s most fun, and funky, states. In the South eras, cultures and fortunes collide, overlap and intermingle. Which is why in addition to legendary music halls and Cajun kitchens you’ll also experience Louisiana’s Creole culture and plantation history as you make this glorious trek.



Depart New Orleans on Hwy 90 through Westwego, then detour on Hwy 1 north to Thibodaux, where you’ll find the [image: ] Wetlands Cajun Cultural Center. Take a boat tour through the bayous and swamps with rangers who will detail Cajun history and discuss their traditional lifestyle. You’ll learn that Cajuns came from rural France and settled in the Acadie region of Nova Scotia. When Great Britain took over, the Acadians refused to swear allegiance to the crown. Tempers flared until the British forcibly removed Acadians from their land in the mid-18th century. Many came to these wetlands in South Louisiana. Most hunted, fished and trapped, while others moved to the prairies to grow rice and beef. Over time their dialect crystallized, and so did their music and food, but they remained true to their own French heritage. If you’re lucky you’ll land here during a boat-building demonstration, or better yet, on a Monday evening when Cajun musicians jam (5pm to 7pm).



Next double back to Hwy 90W and go south on Hwy 182, the Old Spanish Missionary Trail, to [image: ] Houma, the economic hub of the Cajun Wetlands. Like many towns and counties in the USA, it was named for the Native Americans whom the white settlers replaced. Carved by bayous, channels and waterways, you can understand their self-anointed title “Venice of America.” But this isn’t a tourist town, so you’ll likely just pass through on your way to [image: ] Annie Miller’s Son’s Swamp & Marsh Tours. Take an entertaining two-hour tour aboard a flat-bottom boat to see swamp life, plus some massive gators.




[image: ]



Follow Hwy 182 to Gibson, where you’ll link back onto Hwy 90W, Cajun Country’s commercial lifeline. You’ll roll past too many swamps, bayous, rivers and lakes to count, and eventually you’ll reach [image: ] New Iberia, a plantation town founded in 1779 on sugar and slaves, on Bayou Teche. Echoes of its plantation past are still on display. [image: ] Shadows on the Teche is a palatial Greek-revival mansion with gorgeous grounds. Massive oaks drip with Spanish moss and a dark green lawn rolls to the brown banks of the bayou. Order a traditional Creole plate lunch at [image: ] Brenda’s Diner. The menu rotates, but there’s always a selection of meats (such as smothered liver, fried pork chops, turkey wings and meatloaf) and sides (creamy, tangy mustard greens).



Next turn onto Hwy 31, a two-lane country road that leads to [image: ] Breaux Bridge, a charming small country town outside of Lafayette. If you are in the area on a Saturday do not miss the zydeco brunch at [image: ] Café Des Amis. From 8:30am some of the best zydeco bands in Louisiana jam as guests dance like mad. Stay the night nearby at [image: ] Maison Madeleine, an 1830s Creole cottage set on a dirt road just off Lake Martin. The lake is known as the biggest white ibis rookery on earth. When dinner calls, head to [image: ] Pat’s Fisherman’s Wharf, just 15 minutes away by car. It’s a legendary Cajun seafood house built on a levee above the river and serving up boiled crawfish, fried gator tail, and terrific crawfish and lump crab étouffée.



On Sunday afternoon, [image: ] Angelle’s Whiskey River Landing rocks to zydeco and Cajun tunes. It’s a small house, and it gets packed. Locals dance on tables, on the bar and in the water. If you want to really experience a night or two on the water, rent a houseboat at [image: ] Cypress Cove. You don’t even have to drive it. They’ll pilot the boat out into the middle of Lake Henderson and lend you a little johnboat to get back to land for more beer.



[image: ] Lafayette is the grooviest town in Cajun Country. It’s home of the University of Louisiana, full of beautiful people, tasty Cajun cuisine and an abundance of live music. If you’re looking for a young scene, check into the [image: ] Blue Moon Guesthouse. Part outdoor saloon, part hostel, you will not be bored, but don’t expect early shut-eye. Crave more sophisticated sleep? Check into [image: ] La Maison de Belle B&B, a converted 1898 house with a lavish downstairs suite (including its own parlor and sitting room), and a rustic cabin out back where John Kennedy Toole penned Confederacy of Dunces, adjacent to the park.




TERRANCE SIMIEN’S LAFAYETTE

Louisiana-based musician Terrance Simien is considered a master of the zydeco genre and proud ambassador of Creole culture. Here are some of his favorite Lafayette haunts.

• Blue Moon Saloon (www.bluemoonpresents.com) “It’s a real down-home place where local people go to hear local music,” says Terrance of the roots, honky-tonk, Creole and Cajun music bar nestled on the back porch of the Blue Moon Guesthouse. “It’s about good times, good people coming together, dancing and having a good time.”

• McGee’s Café & Bar (www.mcgeeslanding.com) “It’s right on the banks of the Atchafalaya Basin, so you have a beautiful view while you eat your meal,” Terrance says of the family-owned marina restaurant renowned for some of the city’s most authentic Cajun cooking. “They have real great crawfish, everything you order is done great.”

• Old Tyme Grocery (www.oldetymegrocery.com) Terrance loves bringing out-of-towners to this old-fashioned white-and-red shack, which serves up some of Louisiana’s finest po’boys. “They’re some of the best I’ve ever had,” he raves. “My favorite is the half-shrimp, half-oyster; they do these jumbo shrimps and huge oysters, and the bread is baked fresh in a local bakery.”

Interview by Simona Rabinovitch







On Wednesday mornings stop by [image: ] Dwyer’s for a breakfast biscuit and listen in as old Cajun codgers hold court in their local French patois. The best plate lunches in town can be found at [image: ] Antlers, an old pool hall turned Cajun rice and gravy lunch counter, dishing up stuffed and smothered pork chops, terrific stewed chicken and rice, and killer soft-shell crab po’boys. Dinner at [image: ] Don’s Seafood and Steakhouse, a legendary local seafood house, is always tasty. The crawfish bisque is superb and comes with the heads stuffed with breadcrumbs and ground crawfish.






[image: ]

Once you are in Lafayette, detour northwest to Eunice (46 miles) and you’ll land in Cajun music central. Musician Mark Savoy builds accordions at his Savoy Music Center, where you can also pluck some CDs and catch a Saturday morning jam session. Saturday night means the Rendez-Vous Cajuns are playing the Liberty Theater, which is just two blocks from the Cajun Music Hall of Fame & Museum.





If you’re looking for something regional yet upscale, sample the Cajun fusion at [image: ] Charley G’s. All ingredients come from local fishermen and farmers, and their smoked duck and andouille gumbo, and bluepoint crab cakes come highly recommended. If you’re hungry for Cajun snack food between meals, take the short drive west to Scott and pick up some boudin (pork, rice, gravy and green onions) sausage from the [image: ] Best Stop, a third-generation Cajun butcher. Eat it with cracklin’ (fried pork fat sprinkled with salt and pepper). When the moon shines, patrol the many buzzing bars on Jefferson Ave in Lafayette or head over to Blue Moon Saloon (attached to the guesthouse) for some live and local Cajun music.



You’ll take the I-10 back to New Orleans, but make sure to turn off on Hwy 70 to historic [image: ] Donaldsonville. Although 632 buildings were burned and bombed during the Civil War, there remain dozens of antebellum homes in the area. But one of the city’s most interesting attractions is the [image: ] River Road African American Museum, a private museum that tells the story of local African Americans from slave ships to the vicious toils and abuse of slavery to slave revolts and the Underground Railroad, to freedom and Jim Crow. This is a place to learn about African American Louisiana’s unsung heroes and pioneers.




[image: ]

While you are in Thibodaux consider heading further south on Hwy 1 before heading toward Houma. You’ll roll along the bayou through traditional shrimp fishing towns before the wetlands unfurl and roll onto Grand Isle State Park and the Gulf of Mexico. There’s oil production (and oil money) here, but it’s still a beautiful stretch of coastline, and has long been Louisiana’s favored beach destination. Jean Lafitte and his crew once set up camp on the golden sand.







Hit [image: ] Grapevine Café for lunch or dinner, or for a dynamite Sunday brunch. It’s owned by one of the founders of Café Des Amis in Breaux Bridge. Bed down in one of the large suites at [image: ] Cabahanosse B&B, which open onto a 2nd-story veranda shaded by an oak canopy. From here, return to the I-10 and follow it back to Nawlins.

Adam Skolnick

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Take Hwy 90W from New Orleans to Hwy 1 and Thibodaux. Double-back to Hwy 90W, turn onto Hwy 182S to Houma. Back on the 90W stop in New Iberia, take Hwy 31 to Breaux Bridge and I-10 to Lafayette.



DO

Angelle’s Whiskey River Landing

Get wild on Sunday evenings at this long-beloved Cajun juke joint. Bar- and table-dancing is recommended. [image: ] 337-228-2277; www.whiskeyriverlanding.net; 1365 Henderson Levee Rd, Breaux Bridge, LA; cover varies; [image: ] 4-8pm Sun

Annie Miller’s Son’s Swamp & Marsh Tours

A classic two-hour Cajun gator tour. [image: ] 985-868-4758; www.annie-miller.com; 3718 Southdown Mandalay Rd, Houma, LA; [image: ] seasonal hrs, call ahead; [image: ]

Cypress Cove

Rent a houseboat and cruise beautiful Lake Henderson. [image: ] 337-228-7484; www.houseboat-adventures.com; 1399 Henderson Levee, Henderson, LA; houseboat per day from $135; [image: ] 8am-5pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

River Road African American Museum

Details the harsh reality, and the heroes and triumphs of Louisiana’s African American history. [image: ] 225-474-5553; www.africanamericanmuseum.org; 406 Charles St, Donaldsonville, LA; admission $4; [image: ] 10am-5pm Wed-Sat, 1-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Shadows on the Teche

New Iberia’s most famous and accessible antebellum plantation home. Stroll the grounds and watch gentle Bayou Teche roll by. [image: ] 337-365-5213; www.shadowsontheteche.org; 317 E Main St, New Iberia, LA; adult/senior/student $10/8/6.50; [image: ] 9am-4:30pm Mon-Sat, noon-4:30pm Sun; [image: ]

Wetlands Cajun Cultural Center

Enjoy ranger-guided boat tours of Bayou Lafourche where you’ll learn about the natural and cultural history of Cajun Country. Has live Cajun music every Monday night. [image: ] 985-448-1375; www.nps.gov/jela; 314 St Mary St, Thibodaux, LA; admission free; [image: ] 9am-7pm Mon & Tue, 9am-6pm Wed & Thu, 9am-5pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]



EAT

Antlers

Hands-down the best plate lunch in Lafayette. [image: ] 337-234-8877; 555 Jefferson St, Lafayette, LA; mains $7-15; [image: ] 11am-2pm Mon-Fri, dinner Fri and 2nd Sat; [image: ]

Best Stop

It’s worth a drive from Lafayette just for the smoked boudin, a Cajun pork, rice and gravy sausage. [image: ] 337-233-5805; www.thebeststopsupermarket.com; 615 Hwy 93, Scott, LA; [image: ] 6am-3pm Mon-Fri; [image: ]

Brenda’s Diner

Brenda serves heaping portions of delicious soul food. [image: ] 337-367-0868; 409 W Pershing St, New Iberia, LA; mains $6-12, plate lunches $8; [image: ] 7am-3pm Mon-Fri; [image: ]

Café Des Amis

The Creole and Cajun menu is good, but the real hit is the live zydeco breakfast every Saturday morning. [image: ] 337-332-5273; www.cafedesamis.com; 140 E Bridge St, Breaux Bridge, LA; mains $12-22; [image: ] 11am-2pm Tue, 11am-9pm Wed & Thu, 7:30am-9:30pm Fri & Sat, 8am-2:30pm Sun; [image: ]

Charley G’s

This popular dining room serves upscale Cajun fusion, with live music from 6pm to 9pm Wednesday to Saturday. [image: ] 337-981-0108; www.charleygs.com; 3809 Ambassador Caffrey Parkway, Lafayette, LA; mains $10-39; [image: ] 11:30am-2pm & 5:30-9pm Mon-Thu, 5:30-10pm Fri & Sat

Don’s Seafood and Steakhouse

A vintage seafood and steak house in downtown Lafayette. Don’t miss the crawfish bisque. [image: ] 337-235-3551; 301 E Vermilion St, Lafayette, LA; mains $12-25; [image: ] 11am-9pm Sun-Thu, 11am-10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Dwyer’s

This family-owned joint is especially fun on Wednesday mornings when local Cajuns shoot the breeze in their old-school French dialect. [image: ] 337-235-9364; 323 Jefferson St, Lafayette, LA; mains $5-12; [image: ] 7am-3pm; [image: ]

Grapevine Café

The former owner of Café Des Amis serves up scrumptious Creole and Cajun dishes. The brunch is spectacular. [image: ] 225-473-8463; www.grapevinecafeandgallery.com; 211 Railroad Ave, Donaldsonville, LA; mains $7-27; [image: ] 11am-2pm & 5-9pm Tue-Thu, 5-9.30pm Fri, 11am-9.30pm Sat; [image: ]

Pat’s Fisherman’s Wharf

A delicious and authentic Cajun seafood joint perched above the river. [image: ] 337-228-7512; www.patsfishermanswharf.com; 1008 Henderson Levee Rd (Hwy 352), Henderson, LA; mains $13-22; [image: ] 11am-10pm; [image: ]



SLEEP

Blue Moon Guesthouse

There’s a backyard nightclub and hostel environs (dorms, with a few private rooms) in this tidy old Lafayette home. [image: ] 877-766-2583; www.bluemoonhostel.com; 215 E Convent St, Lafayette, LA; dm $18, r $70-90

Cabahanosse B&B

The four suites are large and comfortable with a fantastic 2nd-floor veranda, claw-foot bathtubs and a grill out back. [image: ] 225-474-5050; www.cabahanosse.com; 602 Railroad Ave, Donaldsonville, LA; r $159; [image: ]

La Maison de Belle B&B

Overnight where John Kennedy Toole dreamed up Confederacy of Dunces. The grounds and adjacent park are lovely. [image: ] 337-235-2520; 610 Girard Park Dr, Lafayette, LA; r $110-150

Maison Madeleine

Overnight in this gorgeous, historic Creole cottage surrounded by luscious gardens, just up the dirt road from Lake Martin. [image: ] 337-332-4555; www.maisonmadeleine.com; 1015 John D Hebert Rd, Breaux Bridge, LA; r $125-180



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.epiculinary.com

www.theind.com
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TRIP 4    [image: ]

A Moveable Feast




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

500 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

May – Sep

START

Minneapolis, MN

END

Milwaukee, WI







WHY GO Loosen the belt for this foodie-fueled trip between Minneapolis and Milwaukee, where back roads roll by fish fries and supper clubs, creamy pies and frozen custard, a mustard museum and an organic farming mecca. Local breweries help wash it all down.





Did we mention cheese? Because there’s lots of that, too, in cow-speckled southern Wisconsin, where the route meanders. The nation’s largest concentration of cheese makers lives in the region. And they offer plenty of hunky goodness to nibble along the way.



Take your first bite at [image: ] Matt’s Bar, a few miles south of downtown Minneapolis. The unadorned building belies its profound contribution to world cuisine: the Jucy Lucy. That’s a burger stuffed with a molten core of American cheese, made by pinching two patties around the yellow slices and grilling to greasy perfection. Just make sure to let the gooey cheese cool before chomping down; a scalded tongue is the mark of a greenhorn. The spelling is no misprint, by the way. Staff wrote “Jucy Lucy” on the sign the day it was invented in 1954, and it stuck.



Drive south to get on I-494 east around St Paul, then drop onto Hwy 10 heading southeast into Wisconsin. About 17 miles beyond the border you’ll come to Ellsworth, the state’s “Cheese Curd Capital.” We could explain that curds are milk solids that separate from whey (aka liquid) when milk is coagulated, but it’s not important. All you need to know is that fresh curds squeak when you bite into them, and you can practically hear the [image: ] Ellsworth Cooperative Creamery – curd maker for A&W, Dairy Queen and baseball’s Miller Park – before you see it. Arrive at 11am to savor curds hot off the press.


[image: ]



Continue on Hwy 10 to Osseo. Motor a few blocks south to 7th St and the [image: ] Norske Nook, where “Pie Fixes Everything,” according to the sign inside. Fork into the restaurant’s banana cream, blueberry crunch and pecan cream cheese varieties, and you’ll believe it. They’ve all won blue ribbons at the National Pie Championships. So have the chocolate mint and raspberry white chocolate confections. Thank the thick, hand-rolled crust for the honors.



Wipe the crumbs from your mouth, then hop on I-94 south for 30 miles to Hwy 27 south. It meets up with Hwy 14/61 and becomes Main St in Viroqua, an earthy little town that has one of the country’s densest populations of organic farmers, including many Amish. Munch on their wares, and maybe even meet the growers themselves, at the [image: ] Viroqua Food Cooperative. The surrounding countryside is also a trout-fishing haven, with more than 60 creeks to cast a line, and dotted with distinctive round barns.



Stay on Hwy 14 southeast through Richland Center, Frank Lloyd Wright’s birthplace, and into Spring Green. [image: ] Taliesin, Wright’s home for most of his life and the site of his architectural school, lies 3 miles south via Hwy 23. Take a tour and learn how Wright incorporated the local landscape into his work, making him organic before its time. Back in town, drop by the [image: ] Spring Green General Store for sandwiches and eclectic lunch specials like pumpkin curry stew, and snooze in Wright style at the [image: ] Usonian Inn, designed by one of the master’s acolytes.

For a more urban night’s rest, keep on truckin’ to Madison, 40 miles east on Hwy 14. Wisconsin’s beloved capital wins kudos for everything from most ecofriendly city to most walkable, best road-biking and most vegetarian city in the US. But before entering town, pull over in the suburb of Middleton at the [image: ] National Mustard Museum. Born of one man’s ridiculously intense passion, the building houses 5200 mustards, kooky condiment memorabilia and a mustard bar to sample the spreads. Tongue-in-cheek humor abounds, especially if CMO (chief mustard officer) Barry Levenson is there to give you the shtick.



While dreams of Dijon dance in your head, curl under the covers at [image: ] Arbor House, an 1853 tavern that’s now a wind-powered, vegetarian-breakfast-serving B&B. The owners even provide bikes to zip around Madison’s bountiful trails. It’s off the Midvale Blvd exit from Hwy 14, about 3 miles southwest of Capitol Sq, the city’s epicenter.



Speaking of which, the [image: ] Dane County Farmers’ Market takes over the square every Saturday from April to November. It’s one of the nation’s largest markets, famed for its artisanal and farmstead cheeses. Arriving on a nonmarket day? Walk around the corner to [image: ] Fromagination, which specializes in hard-to-find local hunks. Gastronomes should also pay a visit to [image: ] L’Etoile and Cafe Soleil. Slow-Food pioneer Odessa Piper offered farm-to-table dinners here for 30 years. These days, chef Tory Miller does the cooking with seasonal ingredients sourced at the farmers market.



Take Hwy 18 west out of Madison to Hwy 69 south, and you’re back in dairy-farm land. There’s no better place to see a Spotted Cow than hilltop [image: ] New Glarus Brewery, where it’s the flagship ale. Wander through on a self-guided tour, chat with the brewers and slurp samples in the tasting room.






[image: ]

“The towns around Lake Geneva (between Beloit and Milwaukee) host tons of food events. There’s nothing like a hot brat and cold beer amid a fun crowd at the Corn & Brat Fest. Williams Bay also has a Pancake Day. Fontana has a big lobster boil. The Bash on the Bayou, at Kirsch’s on Lake Como, is the coolest thing going; it runs every Sunday from 3pm to 6pm all summer long. There’s a website that has all the info: www.lakegenevawi.com.”

J O’Leary, Williams Bay





Stay on Hwy 69 south to Monroe. Things get really cheesy around these parts, as a guided tour through the old milking machines, churns and copper kettles at the [image: ] Historic Cheesemaking Center proves (right off the highway at 21st St). Snap the requisite photo with Honey Belle the cow statue, then head downtown to the old-school Swiss tavern [image: ] Baumgartner’s for a fresh limburger-and-raw-onion sandwich. Ask the staff about the dollar on the ceiling trick (but carefully – mind your breath!).



Continue on Hwy 69 south out of town to County Rd P, Wisconsin’s southernmost strip of pavement. Turn right (west) and mosey for 4 miles to [image: ] Inn Serendipity, a two-room, carbon-negative B&B on a working organic farm. See what’s baking in the solar oven, look for owls with the inn’s binoculars, and watch stars smudge the night sky.



Make your way to Hwy 11/81 heading east to Beloit. When Hwy 81 ends, merge onto I-43 north and take exit 2 for Hart Rd. Turn right, and then left on County Rd X to the [image: ] Butterfly Club. With its woodsy location, radish-and-carrot-laden relish trays, and mile-long, unironic cocktail list, the Butterfly is a quintessential supper club, a type of time-warped establishment common in the upper Midwest. Order an old-fashioned and prepare to spend the evening carving into chicken Oscar and prime rib.



Cruise up I-43 to Milwaukee, our final destination. After resting your weary belly at the [image: ] Iron Horse Hotel, with biker-friendly rooms by the Harley Museum, and browsing the nearby [image: ] Milwaukee Public Market, redolent with spices, wines and cooking demos, you’re ready for [image: ] Kopp’s, custard purveyor par excellence. For the uninitiated, frozen custard is like ice cream, only smoother and richer thanks to extra egg yolks being whipped in. Take I-43 north to suburban Glendale and brake at exit 78 for Kopp’s kitschy, retro building.




[image: ]

Adults and kids alike learn to compost, beekeep, make goat-milk soap and build solar water heaters at Angelic Organics (www.learngrowconnect.org), a large farm 5 miles south of the Wisconsin border in Caledonia, Illinois. Workshops typically cost $10 to $80 and must be booked in advance.







Let’s assume it’s Friday, the hallowed day of the “fish fry.” This communal meal of beer-battered cod, French fries and coleslaw came about years ago, providing locals with a cheap meal to socialize around and celebrate the workweek’s end. The tradition is still going strong at [image: ] Lakefront Brewery, a stone’s throw north of downtown. Festivities include a polka band, bubble machine and 16 house-crafted beers. If it’s not the magic day, make do with Lakefront’s daily brewery tour and toast the region’s bounty over an Organic Extra Special Bitter. Bottoms up!

Karla Zimmerman

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

I-94 and I-35 converge in Minneapolis. Near the junction on downtown’s east side, get on Hiawatha Ave for 2.5 miles, go right on E 35th St, then left on Cedar Ave S. Matt’s Bar is on the corner of 35th and Cedar.



DO

Dane County Farmers’ Market

All the cheeses, veggies, flowers and breads are made by the folks behind the 150 vendor tables. [image: ] 608-455-1999; www.dcfm.org; Capitol Sq, Madison, WI; [image: ] 6am-2pm late Apr-early Nov; [image: ]

Ellsworth Cooperative Creamery

It’s one of Wisconsin’s biggest cheese-curd producers; get your squeaks at the co-op’s store. [image: ] 715-273-4311; www.ellsworthcheesecurds.com; 232 N Wallace St, Ellsworth, WI; [image: ] 8am-5pm Mon-Fri, to 2pm Sat

Fromagination

This amazing cheesemonger specializes in artisanal and farmstead hunks from local dairies. [image: ] 608-255-2430; www.fromagination.com; 12 S Carroll St, Madison, WI; [image: ] 9:30am-6pm Mon-Fri, 8am-4pm Sat

Historic Cheesemaking Center

Take a guided tour through the cheesy tools of yesteryear; the building also holds Green County’s visitors center. [image: ] 608-325-4636; www.nationalhistoriccheesemakingcenter.org; 2108 6th Ave, Monroe, WI; suggested donation $2; [image: ] 9am-4pm Apr-Oct

Lakefront Brewery

The microbrewery churns out groovy ales and lagers; the Friday fish fry is a must. [image: ] 414-372-8800; www.lakefrontbrewery.com; 1872 N Commerce St, Milwaukee, WI; tours $6, fish fry $10; [image: ] tours 3pm Mon-Sat, fish fry 4:30-9pm Fri; [image: ]

Milwaukee Public Market

Wine and ethnic-food vendors fill the sprawling warehouse; big-name chefs do cooking demonstrations, too. [image: ] 414-336-1111; www.milwaukeepublicmarket.org; 400 N Water St, Milwaukee, WI; [image: ] 10am-8pm Mon-Fri, 8am-6pm Sat, 10am-6pm Sun

National Mustard Museum

The wacky sight holds shelf after shelf of the yellowy condiment and weird containers from around the globe. [image: ] 800-438-6878; www.mustardmuseum.com; 7477 Hubbard Ave, Middleton, WI; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm

New Glarus Brewery

Learn about Fat Squirrel and Road Slush on the self-guided tour, then swill them. [image: ] 608-527-5850; www.newglarusbrewing.com, 2400 Hwy 69, New Glarus, WI; tours free, tastings $3.50; [image: ] 10am-4pm

Taliesin

It’s the Frank Lloyd Wright mega-sight, with a wide range of guided tours. [image: ] 608-588-7900; www.taliesinpreservation.org; Hwy 23, Spring Green, WI; tours $16-80; [image: ] visitors center 9am-5:30pm May-Oct

Viroqua Food Cooperative

Green and proud of it, the co-op stocks local meats, cheeses and produce. [image: ] 608-637-7511; www.viroquafood.coop, 609 N Main St, Viroqua, WI; [image: ] 7am-9pm Mon-Sat, 9am-8pm Sun



EAT & DRINK

Baumgartner’s

Cheese sandwiches and local brewskis rule the tables at this timeless Swiss tavern. [image: ] 608-325-6157; www.baumgartnercheese.com; 1023 16th Ave, Monroe, WI; sandwiches $4-7; [image: ] 8am-11pm

Butterfly Club

It’s a real-deal supper club with classic American fare and crooning entertainment. [image: ] 608-362-8577; www.butterflyclub.us; 5246 E County Rd X, Beloit, WI; mains $15-24; [image: ] 5-9:30pm Tue-Thu, 4:30-10pm Fri, 5-10pm Sat, noon-8pm Sun

Kopp’s

Kopp’s perennially wins Milwaukee’s best frozen custard award, and has a huge variety of rich flavors. [image: ] 414-961-2006; www.kopps.com; 5373 N Port Washington Rd, Glendale, WI; [image: ] 10:30am-11:30pm

L’Etoile and Cafe Soleil

Slow-Food institution L’Etoile serves dinner; Soleil slings daytime’s organic croissants and sandwiches. [image: ] 608-251-0500; www.letoile-restaurant.com; 25 N Pinckney St, Madison, WI; café mains $8-10, restaurant mains $29-42; [image: ] cafe 7:30am-1:30pm Mon-Thu, 7:30am-2:30pm Fri & Sat, restaurant varies Tue-Sat

Matt’s Bar

Bare-bone Matt’s birthed the Jucy Lucy. Fries and beer round out the menu. Cash only. [image: ] 612-722-7072; www.mattsbar.com; 3500 Cedar Ave S, Minneapolis, MN; burgers $3.50-5; [image: ] 11am-10:45pm Mon-Wed, 11am-11:45pm Thu-Sat, noon-10:45pm Sun

Norske Nook

The Nook bakes 30-plus varieties of award-winning pie, alongside Norwegian and American mains. [image: ] 715-597-3069; www.norskenook.com; 13804 7th St, Osseo, WI; pie slices $3-4; [image: ] 6am-8pm Mon-Sat, 8am-4pm Sun

Spring Green General Store

Chomp deli sandwiches or inventive daily specials like sweet potato stew. [image: ] 608-588-7070; www.springgreengeneralstore.com; 137 S Albany St, Spring Green, WI; mains $5-7; [image: ] 9am-6pm Mon-Fri, 8am-6pm Sat, 8am-4pm Sun



SLEEP

Arbor House

Arbor House is a sustainably focused, eight-room B&B by Madison’s arboretum; free wi-fi and bike use. [image: ] 608-238-2981; www.arbor-house.com; 3402 Monroe St, Madison, WI; r weekday $110-175, weekend $150-230

Inn Serendipity

Eco-authors John Ivanko and Lisa Kivirist own this two-room B&B, wonderfully situated in the middle of nowhere. [image: ] 608-329-7056; www.innserendipity.com; 7843 County Rd P, Browntown, WI; r $105-120

Iron Horse Hotel

Classy, loft-style rooms fill the old factory building; motorcycle riders get special perks. [image: ] 888-543-4766; www.theironhorsehotel.com; 500 W Florida St, Milwaukee, WI; r $159-239; [image: ]

Usonian Inn

One of Frank Lloyd Wright’s students designed this no-frills motel, located near Taliesin. [image: ] 877-876-6426; www.usonianinn.com; E5116 Hwy 14, Spring Green, WI; r $65-135



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.eatwisconsincheese.com

www.travelwisconsin.com
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TRIP 5    [image: ]

Here’s the Beef




TIME

5 – 6 days

DISTANCE

1012 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Year-round

START

El Reno, OK

END

Des Moines, IA







WHY GO Carnivores, grab your steak knives. This culinary tour is a nine-course romp through Oklahoma, Missouri and Iowa that’s heavy on the heartland’s finest export: beef. You’ll find it char-grilled, barbecued, chicken-fried, even stuffed with onions. But vegetarians, never fear, pizza and gooey butter cakes will keep you sated too.





Cowboys drove more than six million longhorns from Texas north to Kansas between 1867 and 1886. These hardy beef animals were then loaded onto freight trains in railroad towns and shipped east for consumption. Two of the busiest cattle trails, the Chisholm Trail to Abilene and the Western Trail to Dodge City, crossed Oklahoma’s open range. The state, with its miles of prime grazing land, soon became a top spot for cattle ranches. Today, Oklahoma ranks fourth in cattle and calf production in the US.



This is a very good thing for road-trippers in search of a burger. One Oklahoma specialty is the fried onion burger, a Sooner State favorite available at diners and dives statewide. This smashed-flat delicacy – ground beef mixed with onion then caramelized on the grill – allegedly got its start in El Reno, a Route 66 town that once bordered the Chisholm Trail. Today, sidle up to a stool at the L-shaped bar in [image: ] Robert’s Grill, a red-trimmed white box that’s served fried onion burgers since 1926. The onion-filled patty – sizzled up in front of you – is best enjoyed with a basket of piping-hot fries.



In nearby Oklahoma City, there’s an entire neighborhood dedicated to livestock: [image: ] Stockyards City. This dining and shopping district, just south of I-40 via exit 148A, sits beside Oklahoma National Stockyards, the largest stocker and feeder cattle market in the world. The most famous steak restaurant in town, [image: ] Cattlemen’s Steakhouse, serves up sirloins for breakfast, lunch and dinner. The corn-fed, slow-aged beef in this century-old chophouse comes with salad, baked potato and roll. The adventurous may want to graze on the lamb fries, a testicular specialty of the house.




[image: ]



Oklahoma’s state meal doesn’t include a well-seasoned sirloin or a tender fillet. Nope, the official state meal, pursuant to House Concurrent Resolution 1083, includes black-eyed peas, fried okra, pecan pie and chicken-fried steak. What’s chicken got to do with beef? Not much. This calorie-laden dish starts with a thin, tough cut of beef that’s pummeled, tenderized, coated in flour and baking powder then fried to a golden brown. Aliases include country-fried steak, pan-fried steak, or, as more delicately named in The Bride’s Cook Book of Oklahoma City in 1930, breaded steak. Ahem.



A popular version of the dish is served at beloved [image: ] Clanton’s Café in Vinita on Route 66 northeast of Tulsa. This family-run eatery (four generations since 1927) takes food seriously – just look at the one-word neon sign over the entrance: EAT. Clanton’s chicken-fried steak is a tender piece of cube steak dunked in an egg-and-buttermilk batter, covered with flour then griddle-fried. This crispy delight is served with white or brown gravy, choice of potato, vegetable, soup or salad, and a roll. We recommend the salad. The heavenly ranch dressing is so well seasoned you might just forget yourself and slurp the remainder like soup. Not that we’d know anything about that.



From here, follow I-44 east to St Louis. Yes, the route becomes a bit circuitous here, but we believe anticipation is half the fun. (If you’re simply dying for barbecue, by all means skip St Louis and shoot north to Kansas City on Hwy 71. We completely understand.) St Louis earns its beef cred because the hamburger made its debut here at the 1904 World’s Fair.



River City is also known for taking traditional dishes – pizza, ravioli, butter cake – and adding a distinctive spin. Some say its distinctive spin on pizza is akin to a crime, but longtime residents will defend their unique pies to the grave. The problem? Provel cheese. This locally created pizza topper is a processed combination of provolone, mozzarella and white cheddar. Fans say it’s creamy and a little bit buttery. Detractors use the word “filmy.”



See for yourself at [image: ] IMO’s Pizza, a local chain open since 1964. It’s the city’s most famous purveyor of St Louis–style pizza. If you’re heading to Forest Park, pull into the IMO’s just south of the park’s Hampton Rd entrance. This fast-paced outpost – green booths, a few tables, a fake-brick floor – bustles with families, seniors and solos, all chowing down on side salads and gooey pizzas. The square-cut slices have a thin, cracker-like crust topped with hot Provel and your choice of standard toppings – including hamburger for those not ready for a beef break.



Another St Louis creation is toasted ravioli, an appetizer that tops the menus of Italian restaurants in The Hill, a longtime Italian enclave southwest of downtown. These meat-filled ravioli are deep-fried then served with marinara sauce and a sprinkling of Parmesan. Though the restaurant behind the dish’s creation hasn’t been confirmed, one leading contender is [image: ] Charlie Gitto’s, a welcoming, dimly lit stalwart that fills up fast with an upbeat, well-dressed crowd on a Saturday night. According to restaurant lore, in 1947 a chef at Angelo’s – Charlie Gitto’s precursor – decided to deep-fry a ravioli after he’d accidentally dropped it in bread crumbs.



For good service, clean rooms and a name in keeping with our culinary theme, consider an overnight at the [image: ] Pear Tree Inn, 14 miles southwest of The Hill. Yes, it’s part of a Midwest chain, but nice touches include popcorn and lemonade in the afternoon and a hearty continental breakfast selection that includes Belgian waffles.



Not up for waffles? Sample a River City specialty instead, the accurately named gooey butter cake. To make the basic version of this longtime favorite, chefs fill a yellow cake crust with varying combinations of powdered sugar, eggs, cream cheese and butter. The result is a perfect morning storm of gooey, chewy and sweet. The only butter-cake dilemma within the chic, spare walls of [image: ] Park Avenue Coffee is deciding which flavor to order: Park Ave makes 74 varieties, with 10 to 12 available by the slice on any given morning. From Almond Joy to Mango to White Chocolate Macadamia Nut Cookie Dough, there’s a taste for every palate.



Getting full? Better cowboy up, pardner. The next stop is Kansas City, the barbecue capital of the Midwest. They take their barbecue serious here, and the sauced-up, piled-high slabs of beef – and pork – don’t have time for no crybabies. Besides, from St Louis, Kansas City is an easy shot west on I-70.






STICK IT TO ME

About 50 types of food were available on a stick at the Iowa State Fair in 2009. These included meatballs, teriyaki beef, deep-fried HoHos, hard-boiled eggs, potato lollipops (deep-fried russet potatoes served with dipping sauce), fried pickles, chocolate-covered cheesecake and fudge puppies (waffles covered in chocolate syrup and topped with whipped cream). The best named? Chicken-lips-on-a-stick – breaded chicken breasts with hot sauce and a side of blue cheese.





The sandwich maestros at [image: ] Arthur Bryant’s keep the line moving with a booming “Who’s next?!” – a no-nonsense bellow that inspires a thrilling combination of anticipation and fear in first timers. But these fast-serving barbecue folk see the line stretching to the door behind you, and they don’t want to mess up the system. The indecisive should order the combo with beef and sliced pork and a side of fries. This towering sandwich, like all of them, is piled high on white bread then plopped on a plate and passed through a window. Pay at the end of the line.



Arthur Bryant’s beef is good on its own, but it doesn’t earn world-famous status until it’s doused with one of the three knock-your-socks-off sauces perched on every table. Choices are original, sweet heat, and rich and spicy. With every smiling bite of the silky but kickin’ original, an angel in heaven earns its wings. Half the fun is chatting with your neighbors in line, looking at the black-and-white photos of famous guests and simply diving into the bustling scene. We met one couple back for a resupply of sauce – they’d been using two cases in their basement for the last 16 years!



For a less hectic scene and fewer tourists, follow 18th St east to Prospect St south, taking Swope Parkway east to Blue Parkway. Pull into the tiny lot fronting the brown-brick [image: ] LC’s. The sign outside this smoke-cured joint tells you all you need to know: Bar-B-Q-Ribs-Beef-Pork-Turkey-Ham-Sausage. A favorite here? The burnt ends – crispy shavings from the edges of smoked brisket.



No culinary tour through the plains is complete without a visit to Iowa. The state may rank a mere seventh when it comes to sheer number of cattle and calves (3,950,000 head in 2008; Texas leads with 13.6 million), but Iowans give connoisseurs of beef one of the country’s heartiest welcomes.



Iowans are particularly fond of loose-meat sandwiches, and many sing the praises of [image: ] Maid-Rite, a regional chain that’s credited with creating the sandwich in 1926. What is a loose-meat sandwich? We’ve heard it called a sloppy joe without the sloppy: seasoned ground beef piled onto a warm bun. Franchises share the recognizable red-and-white accents and 1950s vibe. Breaded tenderloins, onion rings, chocolate milk and maybe even Elvis share space beside the menu’s loose-meat listings. Our Iowa sources were partial to the outlet in Ankeny.



Ankeny is also close to Des Moines, site of the annual [image: ] Iowa State Fair. And while Iowa’s state fair isn’t the biggest (that’d be the one in Texas) or the oldest (probably New York), this 11-day extravaganza is surely the most, well, all-American. In 2009 attendance surpassed one million. Beef-eating road-trippers will be glad to know that, out of nearly 200 food vendors, four sold barbecue beef sandwiches, 10 served steak sandwiches and 14 offered hamburgers and cheeseburgers.






[image: ]

The Amana Colonies (www.amanacolonies.com) are seven villages stretched along a 17-mile loop northwest of Iowa City. They were established as German religious communes in the mid-1800s. Until the Great Depression, members embraced a Utopian lifestyle, with no wages paid and all assets community owned. Today you can shop for arts, crafts, cheese and baked goods. There are several restaurants offering filling, home-cooked German meals.





Finally full? Walk off the calories with a stroll around the fairgrounds. One highlight is the 5.5ft butter cow, a 600-pound sculpture that’s been whipped up every year since 1911. They say this charismatic dairy maid could butter 19,200 slices of toast. Top-model bulls and shorthorns are on display at the fair’s livestock show, one of the largest in the world. End this trip with a satisfied smile, unbuttoned fat pants and a heartland view from the top of the fair’s double Ferris wheel.

Amy C Balfour

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Oklahoma City, travel 30 miles west on I-40 to El Reno, Oklahoma.



DO

Iowa State Fair

To navigate the 400-acre fairgrounds, including campsites, download a walking tour from the website. [image: ] 515-262-3111; www.iowastatefair.org; E 30th St & E University Ave, Des Moines, IA; adult/child $10/4; [image: ] 7am-1am; [image: ]



EAT

Arthur Bryant’s

The 18oz bottles of sauce sell for $3.50. [image: ] 816-231-1123; www.arthurbryantsbbq.com; 1727 Brooklyn Ave, Kansas City, MO; mains $8.35-18; [image: ] 10am-9:30pm Mon-Thu, 10am-10pm Fri & Sat, 11am-8pm Sun; [image: ]

Cattlemen’s Steakhouse

According to lore, the owner won the restaurant in a 1945 craps game after rolling two threes, aka a “hard six.” [image: ] 405-236-0416; www.cattlemensrestaurant.com; 1309 S Agnew, Oklahoma City, OK; mains $11-26; [image: ] 6am-10pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat

Charlie Gitto’s

Beefy entrees include meat-stuffed tortellini, baked spaghetti with meatballs and char-grilled tenderloin. [image: ] 314-772-8898; www.charliegittos.com; 5226 Shaw Ave, St Louis, MO; mains $14-40; [image: ] 5-10pm Mon-Thu, 5-11pm Sat, 4-10pm Sun

Clanton’s Cafe

Thoughtful waitstaff make you feel welcome without even looking like they’re trying.[image: ] 918-256-9053; www.clantonscafe.com; 319 E Illinois, Vinita, OK; mains $3-15; [image: ] 6am-8pm Mon-Fri, 7am-2pm Sat, 11am-2pm Sun; [image: ]

IMO’s Pizza

The $7 lunch special includes an 8in, one-topping pie, salad and drink.[image: ] 314-644-5480; www.imospizza.com; 1000 Hampton Ave, St Louis, MO; mains $6-18; [image: ] 10am-11pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, to 10pm Sun; [image: ]

LC’s

Thick, hand-cut fries help you swab up your sauce. [image: ] 816-923-4484; www.lcsbar-b-que.nv.switchboard.com; 5800 Blue Parkway; mains $7.49-20; [image: ] 11am-9pm; [image: ]

Maid-Rite

In-house variations on the Maid-Rite include the Cheese-Rite, the Chili-Rite, and the BBQ Texas-Rite. [image: ] 515-963-0600; www.maid-rite.com; 802 SE Oralabor Rd, Ankeny, IA; mains $3-17; [image: ] 11am-8pm Mon-Fri, 8am-8pm Sat, 8am-3pm Sun; [image: ]

Park Avenue Coffee

They mail gooey butter cakes worldwide. [image: ] 314-621-4020; www.parkavenuecoffee.com; 1919 Park Ave, St Louis, MO; pastries under $5; [image: ] 6:30am-10pm Mon-Thu, 6:30am-11pm Fri, 7am-11pm Sat, 7:30am-10pm Sun

Robert’s Grill

It’s 14 stools around the counter at this no-fuss burger joint. [image: ] 405-262-1262; 300 S Bickford, El Reno, OK; mains under $6; [image: ] 6am-9pm Mon-Sat, 11am-7pm Sun



SLEEP

Pear Tree Inn

Check the e-saver rates on the website for significant savings. [image: ] 636-343-8820; www.druryhotels.com; 1100 S Hwy Dr, Fenton, MO; r $50-68; [image: ] [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.saucemagazine.com

www.travelok.com









Return to beginning of chapter

TRIP 6    [image: ]

Best of Hill Country BBQ




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

110 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Mar – May & Oct

START

Lockhart, TX

END

Coupland, TX







WHY GO No forks, no sauce, no sides, no salads: that’s how many central Texas barbecue joints started. And it’s the meat – slow-smoked brisket, ribs and sausage – that’s still revered. Join food pilgrims from across the state as they taste their way through small towns around central Texas in search of barbecue’s best.





The meat-market barbecue tradition began here back when German and Czech settlers opened groceries with butcher shops in the early 1900s. Not all the cuts of meat sold, and proprietors would smoke the leftovers so they wouldn’t spoil. The trimmings from what did sell went into sausage making. When itinerant farm workers came in hungry from the field, and with crackers and pickles from the shelves made a meal of the smoked meats out the back, a tradition was born.



Eventually store owners added lunch rooms and stopped selling dry goods altogether. Most even stopped selling uncooked meat. [image: ] Lockhart, the legislature-proclaimed “Barbecue Capital of Texas,” has several good examples of traditional meat-market joints. You can’t drive into the population-12,000 town southeast of Austin and not know that [image: ] Black’s Barbecue has been in the same location since 1932. Billboards advertising Texas’ longest-run family ’Q joint appear frequently. But of the three acclaimed eateries in town, Black’s is probably the most progressive. Get in the cafeteria-style line and you’re immediately confronted with a whole host of salads and side dishes: macaroni and cheese, green beans with bacon, corn bread…and desserts include some darn good, sticky-sweet peach cobbler. Edgar Black Sr and wife Myrtle started the place as a butcher shop outlet for a cattle-owning partner. Edgar Black Jr and wife Norma moved walls around, came up with a thick sauce recipe, and made the place more of a restaurant, open seven days a week.


[image: ]





The Kreuz family had begun operating a market down the road in 1900. In 1948 the Schmidts bought the place and continued its evolution to barbecue joint. [image: ] Smitty’s Market has the most old-time, authentic feel in town. You walk through a hot-as-Hades, blackened pit room past a boss cutting thick slabs of meat on a much thicker butcher block. The eating area, where you get drinks and pinto beans or potato salad (your only choices), does indeed resemble an old general store. And in a side room you can see the wall chains where knives were attached, the only utensils until the 1970s. They still pile the meat, crackers, pickles and onions on butcher paper, but now they give you a plastic knife.



Here’s where the story gets strange. Nina Schmidt runs this barbecue place in the same building her father did, but it’s her brother Rick Schmidt that inherited the business name and most family recipes. A family feud erupted, lawsuits were filed and in 1999 Rick moved [image: ] Kreuz Market (pronounced “krites”) to the outskirts of town. A cavernous barn is the antithesis of the intimate old dining room, but wood picnic tables and a screened-in porch keep it rustic. With more room on a bigger pit, they began experimenting. Smoked prime rib, ham and jalapeño-and-cheese sausage got added to the menu. Shoulder clod, a leaner brisketlike cut, became a big hit with the cholesterol-conscious crowd. One thing hasn’t changed – there’s no sauce. As the sign says, they don’t need it cause they ain’t got “nothin’ to hide.” The pork ribs here are our favorite, with a peppery crust that tastes like good jerky and tenderloin-soft meat next to the bone.



Every five years Texas Monthly magazine stirs the great barbecue debate by printing its picks for the state’s 50 best. Lockhart’s places usually rank at least top 10, so locals know to expect an occasional Yankee or two clutching a tattered magazine in line. But at weekends, hoards of Austinites also descend, intending to eat at all three of the favorites. From personal, stomach-shattering experience, this author doesn’t recommend it. For lunch, pick the place with the style and menu that suits you, because for dinner we have an even better suggestion.



Just 15 miles south down Hwy 183, [image: ] Luling is the kind of small town where everybody knows everybody and the annual Watermelon Thump Festival is the biggest event of the year. [image: ] City Market has been serving barbecue downtown since 1957. Tables are mostly filled with families and local old-timers; you could definitely eavesdrop on town gossip here. For our money, City Market provides the best of the big three meats; we’ve never had a bad meal here. The well-marbled brisket is always juicy, ribs are tender and the site-made sausage has a tight, springy consistency. Push into the crowded pit room at the back to place your order. Then use the few extra sheets of pink butcher paper they give you as plates and pour a dab of the thin, vinegary-mustardy sauce from the bottle on the table to dip in. They do serve the now-ubiquitous pinto beans and potato salad, but forgo those. An RC cola and a pile of barbecue is more than plenty. Before you go, be sure to look at the oil boom–era photos lining the old walls.




[image: ]

“I remember coming to City Market with my father growing up. Back then it was mostly men. When we moved back after retirement, Saturday-afternoon barbecue became a habit. We get to eat well and catch up. Our friends from high school still come here.”

George Springs, Luling







Aside from the flower and farmers markets at the intersection of E Davis St and Hwy 183/Rte 80, there’s not a whole lot to see in Luling. After an early dinner, settle in for a quiet night at the [image: ] Francis-Ainsworth House, which once belonged to the town doctor. The original 1890s home is barely visible under the 1916 enlargement that doubled the size and added full-length porches. Proprietor Ada Potts cooks up a mean breakfast. You’ll have to walk it off on the hike and bike trails in [image: ] Austin – so you can eat more barbecue, of course.



The state’s capital has numerous temples to ’Q – Stubb’s, Artz Rib House, Green Mesquite – but two stand out for their stories. The original [image: ] County Line BBQ sits high on Bee Cave Rd overlooking Hill Country. The building was a speakeasy during Prohibition, a place where Texan politicians could tipple in secret and women who weren’t their wives could visit. Rumor has it that the hilltop view and a lookout posted nightly were why no raids were successful. Flash forward to the 1970s, when a few good ol’ boys decided they could make a go of an “upscale” barbecue place (one with table service and forks, not fine china) at this site; a restaurant where you could order margaritas and eat late. Succeed they did – the County Line empire now has nine outlets. The state senate even recognized their “legendary” contribution in Resolution 867. We agree, the barbecue is pretty darn good. Try the brontosaurus-sized beef ribs, or the less traditional char-grilled rib-eye at the original.




MEAT BY MAIL

Can’t get enough of Hill Country BBQ? Not to worry, several places ship brisket, sausage, ribs – even smoked turkeys – right to your door. Many also sell dry rubs, dipping sauces and the all-important apron. Check out these places:

• Black’s Barbecue (www.blacksbbq.com)

• County Line BBQ (www.airribs.com)

• Kreuz Market (www.kreuzmarket.com)

• Salt Lick Bar-B-Queue (www.saltlickbbq.com)







Though [image: ] Salt Lick Bar-B-Que is technically 22 miles south of town, at a spot in the road called Driftwood, Austin is encroaching. In the 1960s, when Thurman Roberts started selling barbecue from a brick pit on the family’s ranch, the place was a lot more remote. His first screened dining room sat eight. Today his son owns a restaurant that can serve more than 2000 on a busy summer afternoon. It’s BYOB and, with so many people waiting beneath the trees with a cooler and folding chairs, often takes on the air of a county picnic. The original, hand-built open pit is heretical to some. Purists claim that the direct flame, slightly quicker cooking times and sweet-tangy sauce mopped on repeatedly (gasp!) mean that this is grilled meat, not barbecue. Not that it’s stopped the crowds from coming – be prepared to wait.



If the barbecue joints in Austin were a little too “restaurant” for your taste, you’ll love getting back to basics at [image: ] Louie Mueller Barbecue in Taylor, 37 miles northeast. Louie moved his barbecue joint here in 1959 and by then the building had already been a gymnasium and a grocery store. His son, the late Bobby Mueller, took over in 1974, expanding the menu and the building. Today Bobby’s son Wayne carries on. While you stand in line contemplating whether to try smoked chicken or stay conventional, they give you a sample of a burnt end – the crispy, caramelized, fatty bits from a cooked brisket (you can order ’em at any real barbecue restaurant). The pit room is not separated, so even with two-story ceilings and neon beer signs, the main room is dark. Sitting on the attached screened porch with a full stomach and a cold longneck when a breeze blows in – that’s a classic Texas afternoon.



We’d be remiss when talking Texas ’Q if we didn’t mention the Mikeska dynasty. Czech immigrants John and Francis Valis Mikeska settled on a farm near Taylor and raised nine children by growing crops and butchering meat. The first son to open a barbecue business did so in Taylor after WWII. Rudy Mikeska’s is no longer operating, but you’ll see the Mikeska name on establishments all over the center of the state. These aren’t franchises, they’re independent eateries – all run by descendents of John and Francis.



The downtown streets of Taylor are deserted even by small-town standards. So two-step down the road to the old [image: ] Coupland Inn and Dancehall. The hall has been operating since about 1910, but the bar dates back to the 1860s. Look for the bullet holes in the wood. If you book a package deal at the inn, you get a reserved table for the live country music on a Friday or Saturday night. Also attached is a restaurant that serves – guess what – barbecue. Can you ever have enough, really?




[image: ]

Sausage lovers take note. A mere 8 miles south of Coupland is the hot-link capital of Texas. Elgin has not one but two family-owned barbecue places that specialize in this spicy meat. Southside Market & Barbeque (www.southsidemarket.com) and Meyer’s Elgin Sausage (www.cuetopiatexas.com) both ship sausages to restaurants and supermarkets around the state. Try them at their home restaurants in town.







So which barbecue is best? Luling’s City Market gets our vote but, in the end, it’s a personal preference and you’ll have to decide for yourself. Let the food critics fight. For us it’s more about lingering in the slow country town, eating good food at rustic family joints where the stories and traditions are written in smoke.

Lisa Dunford

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Lockhart is 35 miles southeast of Austin. Follow Rte 71 east to Hwy 183 south.



Do

Coupland Inn and Dancehall

On Friday and Saturday nights two-step round the old wood floor to live Texas and country music. Period furnishings and bordello-esque decor dresses up each of the diminutive 1900s rooms. [image: ] 512-856-2226; www.couplanddancehall.com; dancehall 101 Hoxie St, inn 103 Hoxie St, Coupland; dancehall tickets $10-15, r incl breakfast, shared bathroom $99; [image: ] dancehall 8-11pm Thu, 8pm-midnight Fri, 8pm-1am Sat



EAT

Black’s Barbecue

The same family has been cooking ’Q at Black’s since 1932. [image: ] 512-398-2712; www.blacksbbq.com; 214 N Main St; meat per lb $10; [image: ] 10am-8pm Sun-Thu, 10am-8:30pm Fri & Sat

City Market

Our pick for small-town barbecue at its best. Generation after generation of Luling locals have eaten here regularly. [image: ] 830-875-9019; 633 E Davis, Luling; meat per lb $7-11; [image: ] 7am-6pm Mon-Sat

County Line BBQ

A full-service barbecue restaurant on a hill outside Austin; their smoked prime rib beats all. [image: ] 512-327-1742; www.countyline.com; 6500 Bee Caves Rd; mains $11-20; [image: ] 11am-2pm & 5-9pm Mon-Fri, 11am-9pm Sat & Sun

Kreuz Market

A modern, barnlike place with traditional recipes. You and two busloads of friends could eat here. [image: ] 512-398-2361; www.kreuzmarket.com; 619 N Colorado St, Lockhart; meat per lb $7-11; [image: ] 10:30am-8pm Mon-Sat

Louie Mueller Barbecue

The old blends seamlessly with the new in this expanded, but still rustic, open-pit eatery. [image: ] 512-352-6206; www.louiemuellerbarbecue.com; 206 W 2nd St, Taylor; meat per lb $9-10; [image: ] 10am-7:30pm Mon-Sat

Salt Lick Bar-B-Que

Massive open pits and a parklike setting entice Austinites to drive the 22 miles south to Salt Lick. [image: ] 512-858-4959; www.saltlickbbq.com; 18300 FM 1826, Driftwood; mains $11-16; [image: ] 11am-9pm

Smitty’s Market

The blackened pit room has been a fixture since this place was a market in the 1900s. [image: ] 512-398-9344; www.smittysmarket.com; 208 S Commerce, Lockhart; meat per lb $7-11; [image: ] 7am-6pm Mon-Sat, 9am-3pm Sun



SLEEP

Francis-Ainsworth House

A restrained use of antiques and light colors keep this 1916 B&B feeling fresh. Full hot breakfasts and private baths included. [image: ] 830-875-3435; www.ainsworthhouse.com; 214 S Pecan, Luling; r $125 incl breakfast



Useful Websites

www.austintexas.org
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TRIP 7    [image: ]

A Green Chile Adventure




TIME

3 – 4 days

DISTANCE

140 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Aug – Oct

START

Albuquerque, NM

END

Taos, NM







WHY GO Nothing says New Mexico more than green chile. Come in the fall, during harvest season, when the cottonwoods along the Rio Grande are yellow, the smell of roasting chiles and piñon fires permeate the air, and hot-air balloons dot the skies around Albuquerque.





New Mexicans love their chile. Welcome signs on the interstates feature huge red and green chiles, red ristras hang from adobe homes north to south, and even McDonald’s offers green chile on its burgers. Chop and scramble it in eggs, stir-fry it fresh with pork for an Asian twist, add it along with lettuce and tomato on a turkey sandwich. You can’t get away from the stuff, and while some visitors never do develop a taste for its fire, others soon acquire a discerning palate that drives an obsessive search for the perfect chile. This one’s too hot, that one’s too gelatinous, this one has no flavor at all, and soon you’re talking about chile as much as farmers around here talk about rain. To get a sampling of the state’s best, from sauces loaded with chopped veggies to the perfect green-chile cheeseburger, this fiery green trail of chile hot spots takes you to local favorites.



For a tasty cup of java and the hottest green in [image: ] Albuquerque, head to the decidedly crunchy [image: ] Java Joe’s. Hidden in a residential neighborhood off old Route 66, this tiny spot looks, at first glance, like the usual granola and herbal tea hangout. Local art hangs on the walls and half-read newspapers sit on the tables. You can grind your own coffee to take home, or grab a mug to enjoy with a homemade cranberry scone. But don’t be deceived – the chile on its chicken burrito packs more punch than a triple espresso, and the black beans are as good as any you’ll find in a fancy restaurant. A few miles down the road, past the 1954 Indian art stores and dance clubs along downtown Albuquerque’s Central Ave and into student haunts around the University of New Mexico, is [image: ] El Patio. A couple of blocks from the campus on Harvard St, this under-the-radar standby for simple, fresh and tasty fare is easy to miss – look for the vintage neon sign and the blue fence around the tiny patio. Sitting outside with a Dos Equis, a plate of green chile enchiladas and a basket of hot sopapillas just might be the closest thing to nirvana this side of the Mississippi. It doesn’t take credit cards, but there’s an ATM in the back.


[image: ]





If you still haven’t found your idea of chile perfection, consider cruising about an hour south on I-25 to blink-and-you-miss-it San Antonio. Here, the dark lil’ [image: ] Owl Bar serves up no-frills chile that’s the subject of statewide debate. Some folks drive miles for its green-chile cheeseburger, while others gripe that the reputation is undeserved. The best in New Mexico? You decide.



To fully appreciate New Mexican green chile, visit in the late summer or fall, when acres upon acres of chile fields throughout the state begin to ripen and farmers don straw hats to protect their faces from the still-burning desert sun and spread into the fields to hand-pick the fragile pods before they turn red. Despite the Albuquerque sprawl, it’s surprisingly easy to find your way to rural pockets of orchards, chile fields and pastures. From I-40 take the Rio Grande Blvd exit (about a mile west of I-25) and head north, past fields and stables, sheep and llamas, rambling ranches and palatial estates, to the farming community of [image: ] Corrales. Here, old Hispanic farming families mingle with organic-inclined newcomers, tiny homes with thick adobe walls sit beside multimillion-dollar haciendas, and dirt roads twist and wind through the cottonwoods.



Once allowed to ripen to red, the flavor of the green chile changes distinctly, and just about every New Mexican prefers one to the other. Both green and red can be used to make sauces for the ubiquitous burrito and enchiladas, but it’s the green chile that reigns supreme in the fall. Green-chile stands pop up along country and city roads all over the state, farmers bring overflowing pick-up trucks to grower markets, and New Mexicans get busy preparing the chiles for the upcoming year. In Albuquerque, folks head to [image: ] Wagner Farm, a seasonal farm stand that sells produce grown in their fields throughout Corrales. They bring their coolers or garbage bags, select a bushel for roasting at the cylinder roasters on site, and drag home bags of the blackened pods. Enjoy a fresh-made peach turnover, watch ’em roast the chiles, and pick up a gallon of apple cider.



Just down Dixon Rd from the farm stand is the friendly and simple [image: ] Nora Dixon Place. Take some time to sit in the courtyard, watching the hummingbirds and lizards, enjoying the roses and wisteria. If you’re lucky, a passing evening monsoon will settle the dust. The smell of New Mexican rain mingles with that of roasting chiles, and the Sandia Mountains glow red with the setting sun (in fact, Sandia means “watermelon” in Spanish). During the annual balloon fiesta in early October, the skies fill with bright hot-air balloons every morning. Pull on a fleece, pour a mug of coffee and ask for your green-chile eggs outside so you can watch the balloons float in the shadow of the Sandia Mountains. They drift silently above the trees, so close that you can hear the rumble of propane burners, and it’s not unusual to see them land in the fields throughout town.




GREEN CHILE BY MAIL

Several companies cater to green-chile addicts, FedEx-ing fresh and frozen green chile anywhere in the US, from California to Maine, Texas to North Dakota.

• www.hatchnmgreenchile.com Fresh Hatch green chiles in 5lb to 25lb bushels; preorder a year in advance.

• www.hotchile.com Order 8lb to 24lb in 2lb bags of roasted, peeled, diced and frozen green chile.

• www.thechileshop.com All things chile, from salsas to jams.







The [image: ] Rio Grande Bosque, home to porcupines, muskrats, birds and more, is about a half-mile walk down Dixon Rd. Here, a wide red dirt path, popular for horseback riding, biking and walking, hugs the irrigation ditch, and several trails cut over to the Rio Grande. Standing next to the willows by the river, looking at the mountains and listening to the distinct caw of the migrating Sandhill Cranes and the wind in the wizened trees, you’d never know downtown Albuquerque is only a 20-minute drive away. Grab a burrito to go from Wagners to enjoy on your walk.



The autumn ritual of preparing green chile continues in the kitchen, as it takes hours to peel the chiles, scrape the seeds and package them into ziplocks for the freezer. Some go right into the pot, mixed up with family secrets to cook up piquant sauces of green to use year-round on heuvos rancheros, tacos and just about anything else. And some get diced up, thrown into a pot of beans with a little garlic and salt, and left to simmer all day. Unfortunately, if you’re like most visitors to New Mexico, you’ll hesitate to buy any chiles because, to the average cook, they’re mysteriously alien. No worries. Drive up I-25 to [image: ] Santa Fe, swing by Santa Fe train depot to pick up some extra hot green at the year-round Saturday and Tuesday morning farmers market, and take an afternoon class at the [image: ] Santa Fe School of Cooking. Classes are offered just about daily, and they have an excellent collection of Southwest cookbooks and green-chile products, like green-chile pistachios, jelly and mustard. You can try out those recipes in the kitchen of a historic casita at [image: ] Dunshees. Hidden in a quiet stretch of old adobes and desert gardens, this beautifully furnished nest is within walking distance of galleries and shops along Canyon Rd. With a kiva fireplace and private patio, it makes a delightful place to hunker down with a bottle of wine, a piñon fire, and a bowl of your own green-chile stew.




FOOD FESTIVALS

Feast on green chile, piñon and tortillas at these annual celebrations of New Mexico food.

• Hatch Chile Festival The sleepy town of Hatch celebrates its most famous export.

• Santa Fe Wine & Chile Fiesta Santa Fe chefs pair Southwest dishes with wines from New Mexico and beyond.

• Whole Enchilada Fiesta The state’s biggest enchilada and plenty of chile.

• Lincoln County Cowboy Symposium Cowboy food New Mexico–style.

• New Mexico Harvest Festival Historic adobe buildings and chile fields at Rancho de la Golondrinas.







From Santa Fe, it’s an easy 1½-hour drive along the Rio Grande River to Taos. Stop at [image: ] Embudo Station for a green-chile burger with a kick – you could spend hours under the shade of a cottonwood not doing much of anything at all. Continuing north, the road passes [image: ] Pilar. Detour a mile or two west on State Rd 570, past several campgrounds, to digest your meal at the bridge over the river. This popular raft launch for white-water trips down the Rio Grande makes a pleasant spot to splash around before returning to Hwy 68 for the final 20-minute stretch to [image: ] Taos. Pedestrian-friendly downtown Taos boasts excellent art galleries, and fantastic hiking trails wind through the aspen and ponderosa of the surrounding mountains. End the day with a pint of green-chile beer and a green-chile smothered burrito at [image: ] Eske’s Brew Pub & Eatery. The vegetarian chili, with huge chunks of carrots, zucchini and other goodies, is unusual even in this vegetarian-friendly town, and just the smell of the beer is ecstasy to a green-chile addict. It’s an acquired taste, so ask for a sample before ordering a pint. On weekends, it features live music from country to folk to rock.




[image: ]

“Once you’ve had green chile, you become an addict. And anytime you’re anywhere away from it, you’re a fiend to get it. I go to Hatch for my chile. I have my favorite vendor I go to. I bring my big ol’ cooler and they roast ‘em and I bring ‘em home. The road that cuts southwest from Hatch to Demming goes through chile fields and ranch country. It’s beautiful. ”

Angela Le Quieu, Rio Rancho, NM







From Eske’s, drive a few miles out of town to [image: ] Old Taos Guesthouse, a historic bed and breakfast with Southwestern furnishing and viga (wood beamed) ceilings, set on 8 acres of grass and orchards. Views from the courtyard stretch across the volcano-dotted Taos Plateau into the flatness of the horizon.



In the morning, owner Tim will share his favorite hiking trails over a homemade breakfast of fruit, muffins and, you guessed it, green-chile casserole.

Jennifer Denniston

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Albuquerque lies 63 miles south of Santa Fe on I-25.



DO

Santa Fe School of Cooking

Regular classes on New Mexican cuisine and an excellent selection of cookbooks and green-chile condiments. [image: ] 505-983-4511; www.santafeschoolofcooking.com; 116 W San Francisco St, Santa Fe, NM; [image: ] varied

Wagner Farm

Locally grown chile in farming village outside Albuquerque. [image: ] 505-898-3903; 5000 Corrales Rd, Corrales, NM; [image: ] Jul-Nov; [image: ]



EAT

El Patio

University of New Mexico hangout with the city’s best green-chile enchiladas. [image: ] 505-268-4245; 142 Harvard Dr SE, Albuquerque, NM; mains $5-10; [image: ] 11am-9:30pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

Embudo Station

Old narrow-gauge railroad station along the Rio Grande River, with cottonwoods, outdoor seating and chile with a kick. [image: ] 505-852-4707; Hwy 68, Embudo, NM; mains $8-15;[image: ] 11am-8pm Thu-Mon, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Eske’s Brew Pub & Eatery

Drink the chile with a pint of aromatic Taos Green Chile Beer. [image: ] 575-758-1517; 106 Des Georges Lane, Taos, NM; mains $5-12; [image: ] 12:30-9pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat, seasonal variations

Java Joe’s

Comfy coffeeshop with black beans and some of the hottest chile in town. [image: ] 505-765-1514;906 Park Ave SW, Albuquerque; mains $5-12; [image: ] 6:30am-3:30pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Owl Bar

Nothing can beat the simple green-chile cheeseburger at this hole-in-the-wall south of Albuquerque. [image: ] 505-835-9946; 77 Hwy 380, San Antonio, NM; mains $4-7; [image: ] 11:30am-9pm Tue-Sun Mar-Oct



SLEEP

Dunshees

Beautifully appointed suite or casita with kiva fireplaces, private patios, and gardens.[image: ] 505-982-0988; www.dunshees.com; 986 Acequia Madre, Santa Fe, NM; suites $125-162; [image: ] [image: ]

Nora Dixon Place

Friendly B&B in a rural village outside of Albuquerque. Ask for the Bosque Room, with a kiva fireplace and Mexican tiles. [image: ] 505-898-3662; www.noradixon.com; 312 Dixon Rd, Corrales, NM; r $110-125; [image: ]

Old Taos Guesthouse

This 200-year-old former farm sits on 8 acres of grass and cottonwoods. [image: ] 575-758-5448; www.oldtaos.com; 1028 Witt Rd, Taos, NM; r $95-185; [image: ] [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.newmexico.org

www.itsatrip.org



SUGGESTED READS

• Red or Green? New Mexican Cuisine, Clyde Casey

• Artisan Farming: Lessons, Lore and Recipes, Richard Harris









Return to beginning of chapter

TRIP 8    [image: ]

Alice Waters’ Culinary Tour




TIME

2 days

DISTANCE

146 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Aug – Oct

START

Vacaville, CA

END

Berkeley, CA







WHY GO Alice Waters’ vision for local, organic, sustainable food continues to change and challenge the way we think about what we put in our bodies. True to this vision, her tour of California eating focuses on foods that stay close to the source, ending with dinner at her own Chez Panisse.





Other revolutions start with a manifesto, but Alice Waters began changing how Americans eat by using a menu. The year was 1971, and diners at Chez Panisse lacked the terminology to describe the food they were tasting – it would be years until terms like “California cuisine,” “certified organic” and “locavore” were coined. But who needs words when you have such a meal? Alice Waters made US food a pure pleasure.



Your own journey of culinary discovery begins down on the farm – the inspiration for Chez Panisse’s pioneering menu, and most California culinary triumphs since. From San Francisco or Berkeley, go north on I-80 and exit near Vacaville at Pena Adobe Rd. The winding Cherry Glen Rd crosses under the highway to come to Pleasant Valley Rd, home of [image: ] Soul Food Farm. Run by Alexis Koefoed, it earns Waters’ raves and supplies chickens and eggs to a select handful of other restaurateurs throughout the Bay Area.



Waters reminisces about Soul Food’s humanely raised “Freedom Rangers” breed, which peck around the 45 acres. “I had one of those the other week. I made it at home, this simple chicken, and you know what, I’m pretty used to good chicken. It tasted like no other chicken I’ve had in the United States. The dark meat was richer, more flavorful, and it was a revelation. It reminded me of the chicken I had 35 years ago in France.”


[image: ]





Pick up some of the eggs from the cooler at the end of the drive and leave your money in the jar. “Her eggs are fantastic,” Waters says. “I just feel like I’m making a donation to the cause.”



From Vacaville, go south on I-80 for 20 minutes and follow the exit for Hwy 37, which skirts the marshes of the San Pablo Bay and leads into Novato. Head north on 101 20 miles to Petaluma, home of another Alice Waters standby, [image: ] Green String Farm. Bob Cannard has pioneered sustainable farming in the North Bay for 30 years, and you can taste the chemical-free fruits of his labors at Green String’s farm store.



The only weed-eaters around this farm are the fluffy sheep you can pet near the store. Instead of battling weeds with herbicides, Green String’s philosophy is to let them coexist with cover vegetation and planted crops, creating a symbiotic ecosystem that yields a smaller crop but richer soil. While on the farm you may meet strutting chickens, members of the Green String Farm Band (theme song: “Favorite Chicken”), and Farmer Bob himself. “Bob is doing amazing things with that land,” Waters says with admiration.



With ingredients from Green String you’ve got the beginnings of an exemplary picnic. To complete the feast, take the Point Reyes–Petaluma Rd 19 miles west of town to Point Reyes Station, home to a pair of North Bay food artisans that earn raves from Waters.



Point Reyes Station may look like a sleepy cow-town but at 3am baker Celine Underwood is stoking her wood-fired brick oven. Her dedication yields Brickmaiden bread, a Waters favorite sold at nearby [image: ] Bovine Bakery. “That crust…” Waters trails off into reverential silence.



With loaf under arm, step down the block to the restored barn that houses [image: ] Cowgirl Creamery, another Waters staple. In springtime the must-buy cheese is the St Pat’s, a smooth, mellow round that comes wrapped in nettle leaves. There is also a gourmet deli and tour available on Friday mornings.



For the perfect picnic spot, Waters says to look on the surrounding coast. “Go up there in the headlands and find a little spot by Bolinas and Inverness and along the [image: ] Point Reyes National Seashore,” she says. “I think that is one of the greatest park areas I’ve ever been in.”



Another idyllic picnic spot awaits 10 minutes north of Point Reyes Station, at the salty turnout for the [image: ] Hog Island Oyster Company. It has a handful of silky oysters available to go (by the pound) but, to Waters, “there’s nothing better than eating them right there on the beach.” For a fee you can arrange for a table and borrow some shucking tools. The company even offers lessons on how to crack open and grill the oysters for those who like them barbecued.




THE ENDANGERED ELBERT PEACH

At Masumoto Family Farm, near Fresno, you can sink your teeth into the endangered Elbert peach, a variety deemed “too fragile” for the modern supermarket. Waters calls the farm “one of the most gratifying places on earth,” but the public can only visit if they adopt a tree through www.masumoto.com. The adoptive parents harvest the buttery peaches themselves – all 400lbs to 500lbs of them. “It’s no vacation,” Masumoto says. “But it’s the kind of thing that really helps people understand the rhythms of nature.”







After lunch, explore the misty coastal forests before winding down Hwy 1 back into San Francisco. From the center of the Golden Gate Bridge it’s possible to view the clock tower of the city’s [image: ] Ferry Building Marketplace, which hosts not only a broad selection of gourmet organic produce but is also a one-stop destination for many of Waters’ recommendations. Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday year-round, the Ferry Building is encircled by up to 82 family farmers and 42 food artisans, selling sustainably produced wares to top chefs and picky eaters. From dry-farmed tomatoes to organic kimchi fried rice, this bounty may seem like an embarrassment of riches – but not to Waters. “We have to start looking at food as a right and not a privilege,” she says flatly. “That is important.”



Even if your SF arrival doesn’t coincide with a Ferry Building market day, never fear: 35 local food purveyors have set up shop indoors. “Inside there are really quite exceptional vendors,” Waters says. “It’s one of the only places where you can get real food all in one place. There’s obviously Cowgirl Creamery and Acme Bread, and McAvoy Olive Oil. And we have a reliable source of humanely raised, clean meat at Prather Ranch.”



To stay within skipping distance of the Ferry Building, check into the bay-front luxury [image: ] Hotel Vitale. Those worn out from all the organic veggie hunting can blow off some steam in the rooftop soaking tubs surrounded by a bamboo forest – with local, seasonal bath products, of course.




SEASON’S EATINGS

California is the most agriculturally diverse region in the United States and many of its farmers markets stay open year-round. Look for these seasonal delights during your romp through the state: spring’s artichokes, asparagus, snow peas, lettuce greens and avocados; summer’s berries, watermelon, peppers, zucchini, corn and stone fruit; fall’s squash, tomatoes, apples, pumpkins and cucumbers; and winter’s Swiss chard, Meyer lemons, fennel and kiwi.







For dinner, a San Francisco institution is just up Market St at [image: ] Zuni Café, a place Waters merrily refers to as her “home away from home.” She’ll quickly admit that it’s a distinctively different atmosphere than the one at Chez Panisse, but adds, “Zuni is run in the right spirit. It’s real food.” By the way she offers these straightforward compliments – her voice going from a kind of gregarious, playful lilt to dead-serious in a second – it’s clear that a declaration of “real food” is her highest praise. It’s not doled out all that often but reserved for a select handful of students who have passed through the kitchen of her restaurant and other like-minded chefs in what she calls “the cause.”



Asked about menus she admires, her response is uncomplicated: “It’s about seasonality, no question,” she says. “And obviously locality. I’m looking for people who are using organic produce and meat. So I want grass-fed beef. I want organic vegetables. I want organic breads. I want people who care about farmers and ranchers. I’m looking,” and she pauses just a beat, “for the purists.”



To get a tantalizing taste of what US food could taste like after Waters’ food revolution is won, head across the Bay Bridge to downtown Oakland, and claim your rightful place at the 30ft communal table at [image: ] Camino. A 20-year veteran at Chez Panisse, chef Russell Moore brings farm-fresh food to gritty Grand Ave in a converted furniture showroom. The massive central fireplace isn’t just there for looks: wood-fired meats and pizzas are pulled sizzling from the flames. The daily menu is abbreviated, but nothing short of heartwarming. As Waters says with relish, “Russell is a purist.”



Another celebrated Chez Panisse alum is Steve Sullivan, the master baker behind [image: ] Acme Bread Company. Sullivan started bussing tables at Chez Panisse while he was a student at UC Berkeley and began what local foodies refer to as the “San Francisco bread revolution.” On the western end of the so-called “Gourmet Ghetto” – a neighborhood that married the revolutionary ideals of Berkley in the late ’60s with a haute dining sensibility – you can smell the cinnamon bread floating across Shattuck St, intoxicating passersby every morning.



To taste the sunny, California-grown flavors that redefine “good food,” head to [image: ] Chez Panisse, just up the street. It’s casual and unpretentious, and every mind-altering bite of the food served in the dining room downstairs and the slightly less formal café upstairs is emblematic of Waters’ principles. The service is impeccable, the atmosphere is comfortably elegant and the kitchen is open for a peek behind the scenes.




PANISSE PROTéGéS

“When you operate a restaurant for 37 years, a whole lot of people come through the kitchen,” Waters says. Of her alumni in San Francisco, try Michael Tusk, who offers shrewd Italian-French fusions at Quince (www.quincerestaurant.com), or Gayle Pirie, who operates Foreign Cinema (www.foreigncinema.com), a gourmet movie house in the Mission District. More casual eats are across the bay, where Charlie Hallowell offers immaculate wood-fired pizzas at Pizzaiolo (www.pizzaiolooakland.com), and Alison Barakat marries classic comfort food with ’50s kitsch at Bakesale Betty (www.bakesalebetty.com).







The full effect of Chez Panisse may hit the next day when, in the thrall of culinary inspiration, you mysteriously find yourself at the [image: ] Berkeley farmers’ market, run by the Ecology Center since 1987. Don’t be surprised to find Alice Waters here, in her element and in raptures. “You have to try Prima Vera’s organic tortillas,” she urges, “and Annabelle’s stand [La Tercera] has wonderful Italian greens. Oh, that puntarella…” Enough said: by now your tastebuds are standing at attention, ready to join the revolution.

Alison Bing & Nate Cavalieri

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Eat your way around the bay. To begin, head north to Vacaville.



DO

Berkeley Farmers Markets

Markets are held Tuesday on Derby St and Thursday on Shattuck, but Saturday’s Center St one doubles as a block party. [image: ] 510-548-3333; www.ecologycenter.org/bfm; [image: ] 2-6pm Tue, 3-7pm Thu, 10am-3pm Sat; [image: ]

Ferry Building Marketplace

A one-stop shop of Waters’ favorites. [image: ] 415-983-8000; www.ferrybuildingmarketplace.com; One Ferry Building, San Francisco; [image: ] stores 10am-6pm Mon-Fri, 9am-6pm Sat, 11am-5pm Sun, market 10am-2pm Tue & Thu, 8am-2pm Sat; [image: ]

Green String Farm

Bucolic splendor at its best. [image: ] 707-778-7500; www.greenstringfarm.com; 3571 Old Adobe Rd, Petaluma; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm winter, 10am-6pm summer; [image: ]

Soul Food Farm

Its chickens are also available at Bay Area farmers markets. [image: ] 707-469-0499; www.soulfoodfarm.com; 6046 Pleasants Valley Rd, Vacaville; [image: ]



EAT

Acme Bread Company

Waters’ protégé Steve Sullivan ignited the “San Francisco bread revolution.” [image: ] 510-524-1327; 1601 San Pablo, Berkeley; [image: ] 8am-6pm Mon-Sat, 8:30am-3pm Sun

Bovine Bakery

Just-baked goods and organic coffee. [image: ] 415-663-9420; 11315 Shoreline Hwy, Pt Reyes Station; pastries $1-8; [image: ] 6:30am-5pm; [image: ]

Camino

Gather round the roaring fire at reclaimed-wood communal tables for sophisticated rustic fare and seasonal cocktails. [image: ] 510-547-5035; www.caminorestaurant.com; 3917 Grand Ave, Oakland; mains $13-26; [image: ] 10am-2pm Sat & Sun, 5:30-10pm Mon & Wed-Sat, 5-10pm Sun

Chez Panisse

Changing palates and preserving ecosystems, one dish at a time. [image: ] 510-548-5525 restaurant, 510-548-5049 café; www.chezpanisse.com; 1517 Shattuck Ave, Berkeley; prix fixe café $26, restaurant $60-95; [image: ] café 11:30am-3pm & 5-10:30pm Mon-Thu, 11:30am-3:30pm & 5-11:30pm Fri & Sat, restaurant seatings 6pm & 8:30pm Mon-Sat

Cowgirl Creamery

The triple-cream soft cheese has a nationwide rep. [image: ] 415-663-9335; www.cowgirlcreamery.com; 80 Fourth St, Pt Reyes Station; artisan cheese from $8; [image: ] 10am-6pm Wed-Sun; [image: ]

Hog Island Oyster Company

The sustainably farmed oysters can be grilled on the beach. [image: ] 415-663-9218; www.hogislandoysters.com; 20215 Hwy 1, Marshall; 12 oysters $13-$16, picnic area $5-10; [image: ] 9am-5pm

Zuni Café

This hip spot is great for sustainably sourced, mesquite-grilled meats, brick-oven pizzas and people-watching. [image: ] 415-552-2522; www.zunicafe.com; 1658 Market St, San Francisco; mains $15-30; [image: ] 11:30am-11pm Tue-Thu, 11:30am-midnight Fri & Sat, 11am-11pm Sun



SLEEP

Hotel Vitale

Deep soaking tubs and huge views of the Bay Bridge are an easy stroll from the Ferry Building Marketplace. [image: ] 415-278-3700; www.hotelvitale.com; 8 Mission St, San Francisco; r $279-319



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.ccfm.com

www.farmtrails.org
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TRIP 9    [image: ]

California’s Other Wine Countries




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

650 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Oct

START

Hopland, CA

END

Paso Robles, CA







WHY GO Everybody knows the Napa and Sonoma Valleys. So now it’s time to venture into California’s less famous wine regions, where family-owned wineries welcome novices and experts alike, and tasting fees are low. Most of these well-hidden wine countries are near the San Francisco Bay area, perfect for weekend escapes.





Beyond Napa and Sonoma, and past the Russian River Valley, lie the wineries of Mendocino County. No more than 150 miles north of San Francisco, this unsung winemaking region is hospitable to elegant pinot noirs, crisp Alsatian whites and saucy, food-loving zinfandels. Family farms line Hwy 101 just south and north of Hopland, a tiny farm town. The downtown wine shop [image: ] Sip! Mendocino should be your first stop. There the expert proprietor pours handpicked flights of wines ranging from across the county, including rare vintages you might not even get to taste at the wineries themselves. Down the street next to a bakery, sunlight-filled [image: ] Graziano Family of Wines brings together four different labels and continues to farm vineyards first planted by the owner’s grandparents, Italian immigrants who kept right on making wines in Mendocino County through the Prohibition era. For earthy, flavor-packed wine-country cooking, dash north to [image: ] Patrona in Ukiah. Locally grown ingredients glow in garden salads, flatbread pizzas and sublime sustainable fish tacos.



The biggest appellation within Mendo is the Anderson Valley, known for its delicate Alsatian whites and sparkling wines as much as for its specialty pinot noirs, all thanks to sun-drenched days and coastal fog drifting over the vineyards at night. Follow winding Hwy 153 west to the podunk town of Boonville. Rest up for more tastings at the [image: ] Boonville Hotel, with its chicly rehabbed, yet still rustic rooms off the highway. From Boonville past Philo, Hwy 128 is lined with family-run wineries. With its sustainably produced wines and sunny picnic deck, [image: ] Navarro Vineyards is the most popular stop. Starring on a free tasting menu are Navarro’s dry, estate-bottled gewürtztraminer and nonalcoholic pinot noir grape juice. The sparkling wines of [image: ] Roederer Estate are handcrafted by the same French family that makes Cristal champagne. At this upscale countryside winery, only delicate first pressings of estate-grown chardonnay and pinot noir grapes are used for the cuvée (signature blend) – the winemakers are picky, and it pays.



In the northern San Joaquin Valley of central California, breezes from the Sacramento River delta soothe the hot vineyards of Lodi, yielding 40% of California’s zinfandel grapes. Century-old oaks thrive alongside vineyards adhering to groundbreaking Lodi Rules, third-party-certified sustainable growing methods. Lodi’s diverse soil is sometimes rocky, sometimes a fine sandy loam, giving its zins distinctive character. To get here from Hopland, the scenic route takes you east into Lake County around Clear Lake, which boasts its own noteworthy winemakers like deeply rooted [image: ] Steele Wines, where an adventurous lineup of whites and reds includes Writer’s Block Cunoise, bottled with a portrait of the Bard; and high-society [image: ] Langtry Estate & Vineyards, a Napa-style winery that makes a bright, soft petite sirah from vineyards first planted in the late 19th century by actor Lillie Langtry.



Hwy 29 flows slowly south through Calistoga, St Helena, Yountville and finally Napa, after which Hwy 12 slingshots east across the delta toward Lodi. Get your first taste of Lodi’s powerful, sun-soaked zins at the [image: ] Lodi Wine & Visitor Center, where 200 local vintages are sold by the solid-wood tasting bar. Then drive out into the vineyards to sample straight from the source. [image: ] Michael-David Winery is shockingly touristy, with its farm stand, café and tasting-room complex, but its flagship 7 Deadly Zins, a jammy blend of seven different old-vine zinfandels, merits a stop.




GREENING THE VINEYARDS

Some of California’s smallest wineries and wine regions are among the “greenest,” environmentally speaking. A buzz word you’ll hear as you travel about is “biodynamic,” referring to vineyards that create self-sustaining farm ecosystems and aim to keep crop quality high. Organic, pesticide-free vineyards at wineries using solar-energy panels and biodiesel-fueled vehicles abound, especially in Mendocino County, where you can tour the educational Solar Living Institute ([image: ]707-744-2017; www.solarliving.org). It’s located at 13771 S Hwy 101, Hopland, and is open from 10am to 6pm daily.







The Lange family has been tilling Lodi fields for five generations, and their savvy shows in LangeTwins’ small-batch zin, viognier and petit verdot made with Lodi Rules–certified grapes. Swing by [image: ] LangeTwins’ solar-powered winery a few miles north of Lodi for complimentary tastings of their silky Midnight Reserve Cab blend and spiced-cherry reds – at $12 to $15 a bottle you might even ship some to the folks back home in the winery’s biodegradable packaging. With historical atmosphere and ultramodern amenities, the [image: ] Wine & Roses inn back in Lodi distinguishes itself with a swanky spa and Cal-Ital restaurant, where Dungeness crab cakes and rose-petal salads are served on a leafy patio.



Backtracking to the Bay area, you’ll pass the emerging Livermore wine country, then coast down the peninsula into the Santa Cruz Mountains. Vines were first planted among these coastal redwood forests in the mid–19th century. One of the first US regions to be awarded its own appellation, these rugged, little-known mountains produced a cabernet sauvignon that bested mighty French Bordeaux in the Judgment of Paris in 1976. Taste the championship winemakers’ most recent harvests at legendary [image: ] Ridge Vineyards. Heading over the mountains on twisted Hwy 9 or Skyline Dr to Santa Cruz, you’ll pass dozens more wineries, most open for tastings only on Saturday afternoons or during the quarterly “Passport Weekend” festivals. In case you’re wondering, estate-bottled pinot noirs are the specialty around here.



Off Hwy 1 heading into downtown Santa Cruz, [image: ] Bonny Doon Vineyard has a cult following for its unusual varietals and original Rhône blends like Le Cigare Volant (“The Flying Cigar” – ask about the actual French law that prohibits UFOs from landing in vineyards). In downtown Santa Cruz, [image: ] Vinocruz is an airy wine shop with a modern stainless-steel tasting bar, where an ever-changing lineup of wines by famous Santa Cruz Mountain winemakers like Kathryn Kennedy, Thomas Fogarty and David Bruce, to name just a few, are poured. Also downtown, [image: ] Soif (French for “thirst,” get it?) is where bon vivant foodies flock for a heady selection of 50 international wines by the glass and organic small-plate pairings.



Further south, Monterey County is a much younger wine region, and you can taste vintages from 70 different Monterey County wineries in a converted sardine cannery right on Cannery Row at [image: ] A Taste of Monterey. This wine shop and tasting room has panoramic sea views and thoughtful exhibits on barrel-making and cork production. East of Carmel-by-the-Sea, Carmel Valley Rd takes you past organic farms, vineyards and equestrian ranches and into the tiny village of Carmel Valley, where a half-dozen established Monterey County wineries have tasting rooms, and country bistros have invitingly shady garden patios.



Further south is [image: ] Paso Robles, a hot spot for San Luis Obispo County wines. Travel west along Hwy 46 to discover scores of small family-run wineries, including many zinfandel specialists, like [image: ] Dark Star Cellars, which also crafts a plummy merlot and signature Bordeaux-style ricordati blends. Nearby [image: ] Linne Calodo specializes in red blends that are unfined, unfiltered, and ripe with intrigue: Stick & Stones is a grenache/syrah/mourvedre blend with serious attitude, while the syrah/zin/mourvedre Problem Child blend is a big, fruity kick in the pants.




[image: ]

“Paso Robles is a charming town that has been making a transition from cowboy town to a wine- and food-oriented urban center, but it’s still unpretentious, friendly and outdoorsy. The area is known for full-bodied red varietals, and they’re taking the lead on nontraditional blends that might combine tempranillo and petite sirah, or syrah and sangiovese.”

Steve Heimoff, Wine Enthusiast West Coast editor and blogger (http://steveheimoff.com)







Closer to Hwy 101, [image: ] Zenaida Cellars is a Zen master of zin, along with lush estate-bottled red blends like Fire Sign and Zephyr. Rent its Winemaker’s Loft and watch the sunset over the vineyards from your own private porch. For some dinner with your drinks, Paso Robles’ downtown square is bordered by even more boutique tasting rooms and outstanding California and European-style wine-country restaurants. Just off the square, you can raise a toast to clean drinking water around the world at [image: ] Paso Wine Center, where proceeds from your choice of 42 wines by the glass, bottle or taste help build wells in developing nations. Settle in at [image: ] Vinoteca for wine flights, artisan cheese plates and live music on weekends – Napa and Sonoma pour on the charm, but California’s indie wine regions rock.

Alison Bing

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From San Francisco, take Hwy 101 across the Golden Gate Bridge and north to Hopland.



DO & DRINK

Bonny Doon Vineyard

Eccentric wines from the original “Rhône Deranger” Randall Grahm. [image: ] 831-425-4518; www.bonnydoonvineyard.com; 328 Ingalls St, Santa Cruz; tasting fee $5 (refundable with purchase); [image: ] noon-9pm Wed-Sun

Dark Star Cellars

For intense, brooding reds – zinfandel, cabernet sauvignon and, yes, even merlot. [image: ] 805-237-2389; www.darkstarcellars.com; 2985 Anderson Rd, Paso Robles; tasting fee $3; [image: ] 10:30am-5pm Fri-Sun

Graziano Family of Wines

Reasonably priced Burgundy, Tuscan and Piedmont varietals, plus Mendo-style organically grown zinfandels. [image: ] 707-744-8466; www.grazianofamilyofwines.com; 13251 S Hwy 101, Hopland; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 10am-5pm

LangeTwins Winery

Great values on small-lot, sustainable wines to please every palate. [image: ] 209-334-9780; www.langetwins.com; 1525 E Jahant Rd, Acampo; tasting free; [image: ] by appointment 8am-5pm Mon-Fri

Langtry Estate & Vineyards

With a unique terroir, this elegant winery owns the Guenoc Valley appellation. [image: ] 707-987-9127; www.langtryestate.com; 21000 Butts Canyon Rd, Middletown; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 11am-5pm

Linne Calodo

Get bragging rights among wine collectors with tastings of limited-production cult classics such as syrah/mourvedre/grenache Slacker. [image: ] 805-227-0797; www.linnecalodo.com; 3030 Vineyard Dr, Paso Robles; tasting fee $10; [image: ] 11am-5pm

Lodi Wine & Visitor Center

Pick up wine-tasting maps here and ask about the ZinFest in May. [image: ] 209-365-0621; www.lodiwine.com; 2545 W Turner Rd, Lodi; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 10am-5pm

Martin & Weyrich

Italianate winery with a westside York Mountain vineyard producing pinot noirs and citrusy Albariño. [image: ] 805-238-2520; www.martinweyrich.com; 2610 Buena Vista Dr, Paso Robles; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 10am-6pm daily summer, 10am-5pm Sun-Thu & 10am-6pm Fri & Sat winter

Michael-David Winery

Famous for its zinfandels, all fruit-forward and most under $20. [image: ] 209-368-7384; www.lodivineyards.com; 4580 W Hwy 12, Lodi; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 10am-5pm

Navarro Vineyards

The busiest and friendliest tasting room in the Anderson Valley, with well-priced, sustainable wines. [image: ] 707-895-3686; www.navarrowine.com; 5601 Hwy 128, Philo; tasting free; [image: ] 10am-5pm; [image: ]

Paso Wine Center

Sip local sensations, from Alban’s honeysuckle-scented viognier to Saxum’s sexed-up spicy red blends; proceeds support Wine for Wells (www.wineforwells.org). [image: ] 805-239-9156; www.pasowines.com; 1240 Park St, Paso Robles; per oz $1.50-3; [image: ] 11am-8pm Tue-Thu, 11am-9pm Fri & Sat, noon-7pm Sun

Ridge Vineyards

This top-tier producer astride Monte Bello Ridge is known for complex estate cabs and old-vine carignane. [image: ] 408-867-3233; www.ridgewine.com; 17100 Monte Bello Rd, Cupertino; tasting free-$20; [image: ] 11am-5pm Sat & Sun Apr-Oct, 11am-4pm Sat & Sun Nov-Mar

Roederer Estate

French sparkling-wine specialists conduct winery tours and tastings of vintage-reserve and rosé bubbly. [image: ] 707-895-2288; www.roedererestate.com; 4501 Hwy 128, Philo; tasting fee $6; [image: ] 11am-5pm

Sip! Mendocino

Expertly selected wines of all types, often served with chef-made appetizer plates on Thursday and Saturday nights. [image: ] 707-744-8375; www.sipmendocino.com; 13420 S Hwy 101, Hopland; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 11am-5pm Sun-Thu, 11am-6pm Fri & Sat

Steele Wines

No varietal goes unfermented here! Dare to sip its caramel-tinged Roussanne or Black Bubbles, an Aussie-inspired sparkling syrah. [image: ] 707-279-9475; www.steelewines.com; 4350 Thomas Dr at Hwy 29, Kelseyville; tasting fee $5; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon-Sat

A Taste of Monterey

This outfit also has a cheaper, less picturesque, tasting room in Salinas, off Hwy 101. [image: ] 831-646-5446; www.tastemonterey.com; 700 Cannery Row, Monterey; tasting fee $10-15; [image: ] 11am-6pm

Vinocruz

Unlock the secrets of the Santa Cruz Mountains at this chilled-out wine shop. It’s off Cooper St, between Front St and Pacific Ave. [image: ] 831-426-8466; www.vinocruz.com; Abbott Sq, Santa Cruz; tasting fee $9; [image: ] 11am-7pm Mon-Thu, 11am-8pm Fri & Sat, noon-6pm Sun



EAT

Patrona

A “simply seasonal” bistro and wine bar adheres to a sustainable-food mission. [image: ] 707-462-9181; www.patronarestaurant.com; 130 W Standley St, Ukiah; mains $12-21; [image: ] 11am-9pm Tue-Sat

Soif

Extensive wine bar and seasonal, organic California cuisine make for a swanky local hangout. [image: ] 831-423-2020; www.soifwine.com; 105 Walnut Ave, Santa Cruz; small plates $4-14; [image: ] kitchen 5-10pm Mon-Thu, 5-11pm Fri & Sat, 4-10pm Sun, store noon-close Tue-Sat & 5-10pm Sun & Mon

Vinoteca

Friendly wine bar with cushy sofas and satisfying small plates; score winemaker flights on Wednesday and half-off on Tuesday. [image: ] 805-227-7154; www.vinotecawinebar.com; 835 12th St, Paso Robles; share plates $5-20; [image: ] 4-11pm Mon-Sat

Wine & Roses

Seasonal California wine-country cuisine highlighting garden-fresh flavors. [image: ] 209-334-6988; www.winerose.com; 2505 W Turner Rd, Lodi; mains $12-35; [image: ] 6:30am-2pm daily & 5-9pm Mon-Thu, 5-10pm Fri & Sat



SLEEP

Boonville Hotel

For laid-back style in the country. Locavore feasts and parking-lot farmers market on weekends. [image: ] 707-895-2210; www.boonvillehotel.com; 14050 Hwy 128, Boonville; r $125-275; [image: ]

Zenaida Cellars

Bring friends to the apartment-style loft, taste wine ($3) or get romantic in an ecofriendly suite with bamboo furnishings, organic cotton sheets and an outdoor hammock. [image: ] 866-936-5638; www.zenaidacellars.com; 1550 W Hwy 46, Paso Robles; r $250-375



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.gomendo.com

www.lakecountywinegrape.org

www.montereywines.org

www.pasowine.com

www.scmwa.com
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TRIP 10    [image: ]

Whistle-Stop Brewery Tour




TIME

10 days

DISTANCE

466 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Oct

START

Eugene, OR

END

Vancouver, BC







WHY GO Despite the coffee explosion and inroads made by the wine industry, beer – microbrewed beer – is still the Pacific Northwest’s definitive beverage. It therefore follows that a brewery tour is the region’s definitive trip. But rather than tearing across the region by car, travel by train. Best of all: no designated driver necessary.





With more microbreweries than any region in the US, the Pacific Northwest is heaven on earth for beer drinkers. Name a town that’s halfway worth visiting, and odds are it has a brewery. But that makes crafting a brewery tour an impossible task. So we wondered, what would really make a brewery tour great? Answering took all of 30 seconds: not having to drive. Of course, riding the bus in the USA is the traveler’s equivalent of quaffing flat beer, which left one option: the train. So here you have it, the no-car-is-necessary, environmentally friendly, Pacific Northwest whistle-stop brewery tour.



Thanks to Amtrak’s Cascades and Coast Starlight train routes, you can ride the rails all the way up the western flanks of the Pacific Northwest. For the sake of sampling beer, this tour begins in Eugene, Oregon (the southern terminus of the Cascades route), and ends in Vancouver, British Columbia, the northern terminus of both routes. But first, a few logistics: purchase your tickets by leg (ie Eugene to Portland, Portland to Centralia) ahead of time to save yourself money and guarantee you get a seat. You can change your ticket anytime (simply call up Amtrak), but you’ll be charged additionally if the fare has gone up (fares get higher the closer you get to the day of travel).



Enough train talk. How about [image: ] Eugene? With its vibrant mix of university students, track stars in training, and good ol’, thirsty working-class folks, it’s no wonder the town is home to several brewpubs. Make your way first to the [image: ] Eugene City Brewery. Although it’s owned by Rogue Ales (one of Oregon’s largest breweries), Eugene City brews its own beers, too, and always has at least four of them available on tap. The other 31 taps (count ’em) are mostly Rogue Ales flavors with a few guest taps thrown in for fun. For happy hour, head to the [image: ] Starlight Lounge, where you can quaff Ninkasi Brewing’s Total Domination IPA and five other Ninkasi beers for a measly $2 a pint. (Ninkasi Brewing is production-only, and the Starlight pours the best selection of its beer). Save room for a pint at [image: ] Steelhead Brewing Co, which brews much better beer than its run-of-the-mill dining room and bar area might suggest. At the end of the night, taxi on over to [image: ] C’est La Vie Inn, a gorgeous B&B in a converted Victorian home.


[image: ]





From Eugene, ride up to the handsome Union Station in [image: ] Portland and take a bus or taxi across the Willamette River to the [image: ] Bluebird Guesthouse, in Southeast Portland. Situated on a happening stretch of SE Division St, the guesthouse offers modest but immaculate rooms (most with shared bathrooms) in a converted Arts and Crafts home. Visitors tend to gravitate toward downtown, but hunkering down in the southeast will allow you to hit some of Portland’s best breweries without having to taxi all over the city. Plus, SE Hawthorne Blvd and SE Division St are packed with shops, cafés, restaurants and pubs.



First hit [image: ] Hopworks Urban Brewery, a new one on the Portland scene. Likely Bridgetown’s most sustainable brewery, Hopworks composts all of its brewing waste, serves food made from organic, locally sourced products and, not surprisingly, pours organic beer. Long before Hopworks was even a notion, however, there was [image: ] Roots Organic Brewery. Opened in 2005, this was Oregon’s first certified-organic brewery, and you should probably sidle in to pay your respects (sipping a pint of eXXXcalibur Imperial Stout is probably the best way to do so). Plus, its wooden surfboard tap handles are undoubtedly the coolest around.




SPIN CYCLE

Traveling by train means you’re car-less once you get wherever you’re going. Portland, Seattle and Vancouver all have great public bus systems, but why not rent a bike? In Southeast Portland, head to the cooperative Citybikes Annex (www.citybikes.coop) or, for something closer to Bluebird Guesthouse, Veloce Bicycles (www.velocebicycles.com). For something weirder try Clevercycles (http://clevercycles.com). In Seattle, try Montlake Bicycle Shop (www.montlakebike.com), about 2 miles north of the Gaslight Inn. In Vancouver, head to Reckless (www.rektek.com), which has shops on either side of Granville Island.







Only four blocks away, in a refurbished warehouse, lies [image: ] Lucky Labrador Brew Pub. Around since 1994, Lucky Lab pours three to five of its own brews, plus a guest beer, and serves sandwiches, salads and bento boxes. And if you want to taste a wide variety of beers in one great spot, head six blocks up to [image: ] Green Dragon Bistro & Brewpub. It’s inside a converted warehouse, now filled with picnic tables and an expansive wooden bar. During summer, the big roll-down doors get rolled up, making sunny afternoons prime times to drop in for a pint.



From Portland, it’s two hours by train to Centralia, home of the McMenamin Brothers’ [image: ] Olympic Club Hotel. One of Washington’s funkiest and most innovative gathering spots, the legendary Olympic Club dates from 1908 when it was billed as a “gentlemen’s resort” designed to satisfy the various needs of local miners and loggers. Now it’s a boisterous brewpub, billiard hall, restaurant, hotel and movie theater all rolled into one. And it’s a great reason to spend the night in little old Centralia.



The following day (or the same day, if you plan it right), make the 21-minute hop north to Olympia and hit the cozy [image: ] Fish Tale BrewPub, where you can drink the beers and ciders brewed by Washington’s second-largest brewery, Fish Brewing Company. The brewpub pours the company’s Fish Tale Ales, Leavenworth Beers and Spire Mountain Ciders. They’re all organic. If you need to hole up in Olympia for the night, do so at the [image: ] Olympia Inn. The no-frills rooms have the usual mod cons, but the real advantage is you’re situated just blocks from both the State Capitol complex and the downtown coffee bars, and only eight blocks from the brewpub.



From Olympia, it’s a short train ride north to King Street Station, on the southern edge of downtown [image: ] Seattle. Head first to the [image: ] Gaslight Inn, about 2 miles away on Capitol Hill, and drop your bags. The Gaslight is a magnificently restored turn-of-the-20th-century home with touches including sleigh and four-poster beds, plush chairs and antique furniture. From there it’s only five blocks to [image: ] Elysian Brewing Co, to which you should walk immediately. Knock back a pint of crisp, cold Zephyrus Pilsner while feasting on a juicy hamburger, and then wander over toward the corner of Broadway and E John St for some of Seattle’s funkiest shopping and best people-watching. Then tromp down to Pike Place Market and brave the tourists (it’s worth it if you’ve never been there) before heading into [image: ] Pike Pub & Brewing, where you can order a six-beer tasting flight, thus saving yourself the need to drink 96oz of beer.




[image: ]

Detour back in time by getting off the train at Skagit Station in Mt Vernon (about 1½ hours north of Seattle), and taking bus No 615 west to the historic town of La Conner, on Skagit Bay. Undisturbed by modern development, La Conner itself is one of the Lower Skagit River Valley’s oldest trading posts and still retains much of its 19th-century charm. When you arrive, head to La Conner Brewing Co (www.laconnerbrew.com), where you can enjoy your IPA with wood-fired pizza. Spend the night at the beautiful Queen of the Valley Inn (www.queenofthevalleyinn.com).







Minimizing your beer consumption at Pike Pub is key, considering the only train to [image: ] Vancouver departs at 7:40am. The good news is, four hours later you end up in a beautiful city with plenty to explore, including a half-dozen breweries. Of these, put [image: ] Granville Island Brewing first on your list, if only to allow yourself one brewery tour on the trip. Three times a day, guides walk visitors through the brewery before depositing them in the taproom for samples of the beer, all of which are named after Vancouver neighborhoods. Since you’re on the island, wander over to the Granville Island Hotel, which just happens to be home to the [image: ] Dockside Restaurant & Brewing Co. The beer is undoubtedly delicious, but this place is really about the patio, which has stunning views of False Creek and downtown Vancouver.



Another Vancouver institution is [image: ] Steamworks Brewing Co, in Gastown. In the cavernous downstairs section of this big converted brick warehouse, folks get noisy over pints of Lions Gate Lager, while, upstairs, they lounge in cushy leather seats and take in the views across to the North Shore. It’s a spectacular spot, and well worth the train ride north.

Danny Palmerlee

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

When traveling nonstop between Eugene and Vancouver, you must do the Seattle–Vancouver leg by bus, unless you spend a night in Seattle.

EATING & DRINKING

Dockside Restaurant & Brewing Co

Brewery restaurant with a fabulous patio; inside the outstanding Granville Island Hotel. [image: ] 604-685-7070; www.docksidebrewing.com; 1253 Johnston St, Vancouver, BC; mains C$14-30; [image: ] restaurant 7am-10pm daily, lounge 5pm-midnight Tue-Sat; [image: ]

Elysian Brewing Co

Offers 15 beers on tap, usually including a barley wine and a Hefeweizen. [image: ] 206-860-1920; www.elysianbrewing.com; 1221 E Pike St, Seattle, WA; mains $9-12; [image: ] 11:30am-2am Mon-Fri, noon-2am Sat & Sun

Eugene City Brewery

Inside a historic brewery building owned by Oregon’s Rogue Ales; expansive menu. [image: ] 541-345-4155; www.rogue.com; 844 Olive Street, Eugene, OR; mains $8-15; [image: ] noon-10pm Mon-Thu, noon-midnight Fri & Sat, noon-9pm Sun; [image: ]

Fish Tale BrewPub

Fourteen taps, plus a huge menu, including emu burgers, oyster burgers, beef burgers, salads and sandwiches. [image: ] 360-943-3650; www.fishbrewing.com; 515 Jefferson St, Olympia, WA; mains $7-13; [image: ] 11am-midnight Mon-Sat, noon-10pm Sun

Granville Island Brewing

Tours of this classic Vancouver brewery include four samples. Or just hit the taproom. [image: ] 604-687-2739; www.gib.ca; 1441 Cartwright St, Vancouver, BC; tours C$9.75; [image: ] tours noon, 2pm & 4pm, taproom noon-8pm

Green Dragon Bistro & Brewpub

Excellent taproom and restaurant in a spacious converted warehouse. [image: ] 503-517-0660; www.pdxgreendragon.com; 928 SE 9th St, Portland, OR; mains $6-10; [image: ] 11am-11pm Sun-Wed, 11am-1am Thu-Sat; [image: ]

Hopworks Urban Brewery

Slick brewery with penchant for sustainability and great pizza. [image: ] 503-232-4677; www.hopworksbeer.com; 2944 SE Powell Blvd, Portland, OR; pizzas $16-25; [image: ] 11am-11pm Sun-Thu, 11am-midnight Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Lucky Labrador Brew Pub

Converted warehouse with brewery and a big dog-friendly back patio. Kids permitted till 9pm. [image: ] 503-236-3555; www.luckylab.com; 915 SE Hawthorne, Portland, OR; [image: ] 11am-midnight Mon-Sat, noon-10pm Sun; [image: ] [image: ]

Pike Pub & Brewing

Serves great burgers, pizzas and brews in a funky neo-industrial space. [image: ] 206-622-6044; www.pikebrewing.com; 1415 1st Ave, Seattle, WA; sandwiches $10-13, mains $13-24; [image: ] 11am-11pm, 11am-midnight Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Roots Organic Brewery

Aim for $2.50 Tuesdays (when pints cost that all day): definitely the day to go. [image: ] 503-235-7668; www.rootsorganicbrewing.com; 1520 7th Ave, Portland, OR; [image: ] 11am-11pm Mon-Thu, 11am-midnight Fri, 11:30am-midnight Sat, 11:30am-10pm Sun

Starlight Lounge

Eugene’s Ninkasi Brewing is production only, but you’ll find six of its beers on tap here. Happy hour runs from 4pm to 7pm. [image: ] 541-343-3204; 830 Olive St, Eugene, OR; [image: ] 4pm-2:30am

Steamworks Brewing Co

A giant Gastown microbrewery and a favorite place for the city’s after-office crowd. Outstanding food. [image: ] 604-689-2739; www.steamworks.com; 375 Water St, Vancouver, BC; mains C$14-22; [image: ] 11:30am-midnight Sun-Wed, 11:30am-1am Thu-Sat

Steelhead Brewing Co

Local fave with standard pub fare, plus a dozen homemade brews. [image: ] 541-686-2739; www.steelheadbrewery.com; 199 E 5th Ave, Eugene, OR; mains $7-10; [image: ] 11:30am-11:30pm Sun-Thu, 11:30am-12:30am Fri & Sat

SLEEPING

Bluebird Guesthouse

Seven comfy rooms, two with private bath; superb common areas, one fireplace. [image: ] 503-238-4333, 866-717-4333; www.bluebirdguesthouse.com; 3517 SE Division, Portland, OR; r $55-95

C’est La Vie Inn

Neighborhood show-stopper with antique furniture, living room, dining room and four tastefully appointed guest rooms. [image: ] 541-302-3014; www.cestlavieinn.com; 1006 Taylor St, Eugene, OR; r $125-250

Gaslight Inn

Offers 15 rooms in two neighboring homes. In summer, it’s refreshing to dive into the outdoor pool or just hang out on the sun deck. [image: ] 206-325-3654; www.gaslight-inn.com; 1727 15th Ave, Seattle, WA; r $98-158

Olympia Inn

This unpretentious downtown hotel is all about location. Rooms are clean and have fridge, microwave and cable TV. [image: ] 360-352-8533; 909 Capitol Way S, Olympia, WA; r $57

Olympic Club Hotel

McMenamin Brothers masterpiece offering groovy old rooms with shared bathrooms. It’s walking distance from the train station. [image: ] 360-736-5164; www.mcmenamins.com; 112 N Tower Ave, Centralia, WA; d $40, r $60-80



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.amtrakcascades.com

www.amtrak.com
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