Short Trips: Check out treasures -- past and present in Anacortes

By THOM KOSCHWANEZ
P-I COLUMN ASSISTANT

EDITOR'S NOTE: Short Trips, a staple of the Getaways section from its inception more than 10 years ago, is back. In June, when gas prices skyrocketed, we put Short Trips on hiatus and offered a 1 Tank/1 Trip feature, exploring close-by areas that weren't so costly to reach. Now that prices are, well, at least not sky high, we're bringing back Short Trips, which will explore farther and be produced by a group of writers with a wide range of perspectives and interests.
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	Pastry chef Vanessa Zimmerman adds a layer of white frosting to a cake at the La Vie en Rose, a French bakery. Visitors can watch Zimmerman through a window as they stroll down Commercial Avenue downtown.


Islands and coastal towns around Western Washington are so abundant that some can be easily overlooked, especially if they are just a rest stop before the San Juans. 

Fidalgo Island is the only San Juan Island that is possible to drive to without taking a ferry; many may not even realize it's an island. An hour and a half north of Seattle, it lies just across the Swinomish Channel. Most people know Anacortes because it is the Washington State Ferry departure point for the San Juans and Vancouver Island, and it is near the only road that leads to Whidbey Island without taking a ferry. 

Traveling on state Route 20 onto Fidalgo Island, drivers are met with a dilemma. They can follow the signs pointing to the ferry dock, follow signs to Whidbey Island, or pass under the archway that welcomes them to historic Anacortes. 

Two information centers are on Commercial Avenue. The official Visitors Center is at the beginning of downtown, well-stocked with maps, information guides, brochures and a very friendly staff that has plenty of recommendations for things to do.

The alternate place, where you can learn about the oddities and little known facts, find treasures from times past and feel the pulse of Anacortes is the Marine Supply & Hardware Co.

Anacortes originally was known for its fishing and lumber industries, but across Fidalgo Bay the large oil refineries are a daily reminder of what helps drive the economy today.
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	At Causland Park, a mosaic-style rockwork covers a full square block. It was conceived by French artist John LePage and constructed by local tradesmen in the early 1920s.


But maritime is not forgotten in Anacortes. Cap Sante Boat Haven and the numerous other moorages are proof of that, housing thousands of recreational and fishing yachts.

Steve Demopoulos left his job working for the state ferry system to buy the business his grandfather, Mike Demopoulos, owned for 68 years. According to Steve, in the early 1900s his grandfather started Marine Supply by "picking up interesting stuff and selling it."

Today almost anything nautical can be found in the store, from Greek fishermen's hats to used underwater cameras, from cleats to lines, oil paintings to photographs. Steve and his father, Themo, carry on the tradition of finding homes for old and new equipment and collectibles, but they also are a link to where Anacortes came from.

Finding old stories about small towns can prove difficult. Even with the Internet, information from days past is sometimes not recorded into a medium that can be passed on without word of mouth, but Anacortes has some help with its history.

The Anacortes Museum of History and Art occupies the old Carnegie Library on Eighth Street and M Avenue. Its current exhibit is the Wallie Funk Collection. Funk was a reporter, editor and publisher for three independent newspapers, including the Anacortes American and two Whidbey Island papers. His goal was, and is, to preserve photographs from the past. The collection covers almost every period of Anacortes' history.

Funk credits Anacortes with being involved in its own rich history and sees a positive growth within the community. "It's becoming a retirement community," he said, noting that home prices have skyrocketed in the past 10 years. 
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	Themo Demopoulos, seen in this office at the Marine Supply & Hardware Co., and his son Steve carry on the business started by his father in the early 1900s. Today almost anything nautical can be found there, from Greek fishermen's hats to used underwater cameras, from cleats to lines, old paintings to photographs.


Some in the community are not excited about the growth. Funk correlates it to the 1950s, when the oil companies built the two nearby refineries. At first the residents were indignant, he said, since the community historically was a fishing and logging area. "But the (refinery) personnel became very active in community enterprises," said Funk. 

This and the added jobs allowed for a different way of thinking toward big business and change. He said higher home prices and new residents have brought "new and outstanding restaurants and art galleries." 

Across from the museum is Causland Park, actually a monument dedicated to 14 local men who lost their lives in World War I. Reminiscent of works by Antoni Gaudi, the mosaic-style rockwork covers a full square block. It was conceived by French artist John LePage and constructed by local tradesmen in the early 1920s.

Artwork is definitely a driving force in Anacortes. On the outside of the Marine Supply building, a mural depicts original owner Mike Demopoulos in 1918 driving an old truck stacked with newspapers. Throughout downtown town there are more than 100 murals painted by local resident Bill Mitchell. Each is based on photographs of early life in Anacortes, including past mayors, bartenders, storekeepers, musicians and automobiles. 

On the first Friday of each month, art galleries, stores and restaurants open their doors and display local and regional artists. Since 1962 the annual Anacortes Arts Festival has drawn thousands of tourists, and this past year drew more than 250 artists from all over the country and Canada, filling six blocks with artisan booths.

Food in Anacortes is not in short supply, and some could double as part of the art walk. The French bakery La Vie En Rose on Commercial Avenue has been there for 14 years. The baking is done in the late evening, while the eating commences in the morning to afternoon. From almond-filled croissants to crusty French breads, this bakery definitely satisfies a sweet tooth.
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	This is one of many colorful murals in downtown Anacortes. It's on the side of an antiques store and shows a bar scene at the old Skagit Saloon. Local artist Bill Mitchell painted the mural.


If you're in the mood for a full breakfast that leaves you skipping lunch, head to Calico Cupboard, where the quiche is inches deep, the soup is surprisingly inventive and the price is affordable.

If a full day of antiques shops, bookstores, clock shops and waterfront hikes leaves you looking for a beer, try some local brew. The Rockfish Grill and Anacortes Brewery can fill you up with brews ranging from schooner to keg -- you even can get half-gallon containers filled for 14 cents an ounce. The Honey Cream Ale is a palate pleaser, as is the porter. The food may have been too much on our stop -- the portions are large -- but it also could have been one too many beers talking.

On the occasion that you've found the beer as good as touted and need lodging for the night, there is the Majestic Inn and Spa just down the street, with discounted fall rates. There are plenty of motels about town and a few camping areas as well.

For the outdoorsy types, the possibilities are almost endless. If you stay downtown, walk up to the viewpoint at Cap Sante Park to see Fidalgo Bay. drive to the center of Fidalgo Island and hike up 1,270-foot Mount Erie for its panoramic views of the entire San Juans.

Washington Park has miles of walking trails along the shoreline. Deception Pass is at the south end of the island, where state Route 20 crosses onto Whidbey Island. 

Guemes Island is an entire article in itself and will be featured in next week's Getaways.
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An entire weekend could easily be spent poking about in and around Anacortes. The great thing about its proximity to Seattle, though, is that you can make it a simple day trip too. Next time you pass through Anacortes on your way to the San Juans, just realize you're already there.

If you go

  Getting there -- Anacortes is west of Mount Vernon. Take Interstate 5 north from Seattle to the exit for state Route 20 west, just north of Mount Vernon. Follow the signs and see the archway to downtown Anacortes. 

  Visitor Information Center -- Just at the beginning of historic downtown, a great place to grab a map or brochures. 819 Commercial Ave., Suite A; 360-293-3832; anacortes.org 

  Marine Supply & Hardware Co. -- Near the end of Commercial Avenue, a place to find ... everything else you were looking for. 202 Commercial Ave.; 360-293-3014, marinesupplyandhardware.com 

  La Vie En Rose -- Tasty treats and hearty breads, great espresso drinks too. 418 Commercial Ave.; 360-299-9546, laviebakery.com 

  Rockfish Grill and Anacortes Brewery -- Great beer brewed on site. 320 Commercial Ave.; 360-588-1720, rockfishgrill.com 

  Majestic Inn & Spa -- Also downtown; fall rates are in effect. 419 Commercial Ave.; 360-299-1400; 877-370-0100; majesticinnandspa.com 

  Anacortes History Museum -- Tons of historic photographs and a great old building. 1305 Eighth St.; 360-293-1915 anacorteshistorymuseum.org 

Thom Koschwanez can be reached via e-mail at thomkoschwanez@seattlepi.com.
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