Short Trips: Don't miss the town for the ferry
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ANACORTES -- Shamefully, I've always considered Anacortes as a destination in Northwest Washington where I could catch a ferry to the San Juans or Vancouver Island. In fact, over the years I've heard others refer to Anacortes like it was the Washington State Ferries terminal.

That's not fair to Anacortes. 

Last week, instead of taking a left turn on 12th Street from Commercial Avenue and driving to the ferry terminal, I drove straight ahead into downtown Anacortes. I'm embarrassed to say it was my first-ever visit. 

As I parked on Commercial Avenue in what is now referred to as Old Town, there -- straight ahead -- towering over the historical buildings in the direction of the waterfront, was a state ferry.

My first thought was, my God, had the city fathers gone mad and erected a life-size replica of one of the boats in a waterfront park. What was going on here?

As it turned out, the MV Chelan, one of the state's medium-size ferries, was in dry dock for repairs. There it sat, high and dry in the Dakota Creek Industries shipyard, one of the city's largest employers.

It looked so neat that Anacortes probably could get away with charging visitors admission to get a glimpse of the boat's exposed keel and propeller. There is a good vantage point from a nearby public pier. I've seen a lot less interesting tourist attractions in other towns, even ones I had to pay for.

Some Anacortes natives like to call Fidalgo Island the first island in the San Juan Archipelago. On the other hand, some visitors don't even know the town of Anacortes is on an island.

Geographically, the Swinomish Channel on the east and Deception Pass on the south separate the island from the mainland. State Route 20 links Fidalgo Island to the mainland and Whidbey Island, with bridges over the channel and the famous pass. 

Because of the close proximity and easy highway access, the marine character of Fidalgo Island and Anacortes is inexorably linked to the Skagit Valley. In the span of about 10 minutes driving time, the culture and ecology completely change tenor, from agricultural in the valley to mostly industrial, marine and recreational in Anacortes. The change is clearly one of the most dramatic in the state.

Because of the distinct differences, it's worth a little extra time on the way to Anacortes to drive through Skagit Valley, rather than bypass much of it on the much faster paced Interstate 5 and state Route 20.his time of year, thousands of snow geese and trumpeter swans winter in the valley and draw thousands of birders and tourists from all over.

A nifty route is to take the state Route 534 (Conway) exit off Interstate 5, south of Mount Vernon, and follow the signs to La Conner on Fir Island Road, which turns into Best Road, which eventually intersects with state Route 20. Farther west, near La Conner, the Whitney-La Conner Road also intersects with state Route 20.

Keep your eyes peeled for large, noisy white patches of snow geese in the plowed fields.

About the same time the swans and geese leave the valley, those same fields come alive with tulips. The annual Skagit Valley Tulip Festival, which draws thousands of tourists from all over the world, kicks into high gear on April 1. Because the pesky tulips never seem to bloom on cue, planners this year have extended the festival to run the entire month of April. Every year weather and bulb conditions have more say in the matter than the festival planners do.

Besides being home to one of the state's busiest ferry terminals, Anacortes also is across Fidalogo Bay from one of the busiest oil refinery terminals on the West Coast and, as an extra bonus, is very close to the busiest park in the state -- Deception Pass State P

Several major oil companies operate refineries that are spread over most of March Point, the very prominent Fidalgo Island acreage directly across the bay from downtown. A steady stream of tankers from Canada and Alaska's North Slope dock and unload their crude at the long fingerlike piers that jut into the bay. 

I stayed at the very comfortable and reasonably priced Fidalgo Country Inn, neatly situated on Fidalgo Island about three miles from downtown and seven miles from the ferry terminal.

For visitors, the inn's central location at the intersection of state Route 20 and the state Route 20 spur that goes to town provides a good jumping-off point for Whidbey Island, Skagit Valley and Anacortes destinations. The free continental breakfast is substantial, to say the least, and the desk clerk told me the coffee is always on.

I hadn't planned to eat my way through Old Town Anacortes, it just happened.

Several folks I talked with highly recommended breakfast at the Calico Cupboard Cafe and Bakery in Old Town, and the restaurant lived up to their praise. Around brunch time, I almost managed to finish my delicious fisherman's breakfast of ham, eggs over medium, fried potatoes and homemade bagel ($7.25). I took half the bagel and cream cheese with me. 

Later I stopped at the Rockfish Grill, right across the street from the Red Snapper gift shop. The menu features a large variety of seafood dishes, as well as steaks and wood-fired brick-oven pizzas. I ordered the grilled salmon sandwich ($9.95), piled on all the ingredients and ate it like a hamburger. It tasted great.

The Rockfish Grill is affiliated with the adjacent Anacortes Brewery, which fashions about 30 styles of beer, including lagers and ales, some for outside accounts and more for the Rockfish Grill. 

Because of its proximity to the San Juan Islands, Anacortes is the moorage destination of choice for thousands of pleasure boaters from all over Puget Sound, as well as permanent moorage for many other local and out-of-state boats. The tourism industry that feeds off the variety of recreational opportunities in the San Juans has supplanted Anacortes' once lucrative fish-processing and timber industries.

But it's not surprising that a marine supply business might survive for 93 years in Anacortes. Steve Demopoulos' Greek immigrant grandfather started the Anacortes Junk Co. around 1910. He ran the business, which eventually became Marine Supply & Hardware, for 68 years. Now owned and managed by Steve in its original location, the business is considered one of the oldest marine supply companies on the West Coast -- if not the oldest.

It's easy to tell when you first walk in that the business started as a junk company. More attention is paid to how high to stack the inventory than how to display it. It's one of those stores where you can buy just about anything nautical, but it takes someone who works there to find it. The wooden floors are original.

Because of the eclectic nautical inventory, the store has become almost a tourist destination of its own. Sure, boaters are able to buy a part they need. But a homemaker from New York visiting on someone's yacht might spend a thousand dollars for a polished brass diving helmet as a conversation piece for her Manhattan loft. 

The Waterfront Festival in May and the Anacortes Arts Festival, Aug. 6-8 this year, are two of the most popular annual events. Talk around town is that the Chamber of Commerce plans to erect an artsy, permanent arch of some sort over Commercial Avenue at 12th Street to try to encourage more folks like myself not to make that left turn to the ferry terminal quite so quickly.

It's not a bad idea to spend some quality time in Old Town Anacortes.
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