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THE NORTH COAST
America’s Stunning Secret:

If summer vacation means rolling waves, crystal-clear water and 
sugar-sand beaches, then the Great Lakes are calling your name. 

BY KRISTI VALENTINI

oasting more coastline than 
the East and West coasts 
combined, the freshwater 
Great Lakes mimic open 
seas with their sun-on-

water sunsets, massive sand dunes 
and adorable beach towns. Soak up 

vitamin D along the pristine shores, or 
explore remote islands and underwater 
shipwrecks. Hanging out on this hidden 
coast can be adventurous or chill, but 
either way, you’ll look and feel golden. 

Here are nine great escapes on the 
Great Lakes. 

THE NORTH SHORE
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A shtabula is derived from an Algonquin Indian 
term meaning “river of many fish.” The name 
fits this county that hugs Lake Erie since the 

lake and the rivers that empty into it are packed with 
perch come spring and steelhead trout and walleye in 
the summer and fall. 

“Lake Erie is the shallowest and most biologically 
diverse, which means it has more fish species than all 
the other Great Lakes,” says Mark Winchell, executive 
director of Ashtabula County Convention & Visitors 
Bureau. Visit the marina at Geneva State Park to get 
a fishing license, book a charter fishing boat or cast 
from the park’s shores. 4499 Padanarum Rd.; 440-466-
7565; parks.ohiodnr.gov/geneva 

ASHTABULA 
COUNTY, OHIO

Catch your dinner in ...

COVERED BRIDGE CRAZE 
Drive along one of Ashtabula’s covered 

bridge trails to soak up the rustic passes. 
Then, eat inside one at Covered Bridge Pizza 
parlor in North Kingsville (6541 S. Main St.; 
440-224-2252). At the end of your day, catch 
some z’s at The Lodge in the lakefront town 
Geneva-on-the-Lake (4888 North Broadway; 
866-806-8066; thelodgeatgeneva.com).

S prawling out across the Lake Michigan shore, Chicago is 
the birthplace of skyscrapers — and its skyline is testa-
ment to that. Indeed, the Windy City is home to two of the 

tallest buildings in the world: the Trump International Hotel & 
Tower and the Willis Tower (formerly known as the Sears Tower). 

Book a 30-minute lakefront speed-boat tour on Seadog cruises 
(888-636-7737; seadogcruises.com) to get the best view and learn 
about Chicago landmarks, architecture and history. 

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS
Enjoy city and sky in ...

UNWIND AND INDULGE
Relax at Hotel Lincoln in the increasingly upwardly 

mobile neighborhood of Lincoln Park (1816 N. Clark St.; 
312-254-4700; jdvhotels.com). For a sweeping panorama of the 
lake, unwind with a cognac Sazerac at the hotel’s rooftop 
bar, the J. Parker. Eat at Franks ’n’ Dawgs (1863 N. Clybourn 
Ave.; 312-281-5187; franksndawgs.com) for a gourmet spin on 
low-brow chow. 

N ope, no neon fish and 
technicolor coral on this 
scuba trip. But if you 

immerse yourself in the clear 
waters of Chequamegon Bay, 
you’ll dive back to a time when 
Lake Superior was dominated by 
tall ships and steamers. 

The underwater history lesson 
includes the Lucerne, a schooner 
that wrecked in 1886, and two 
other ships — the Sevona, a 
steamer, and the Pretoria, a 
colossal schooner-barge, both 
sunk by a ferocious storm on the 
same day in 1905. All three ships 
were carrying cargo through a 

passage that went from New 
York City to New Orleans via 
a series of canals before their 
untimely expiration.

“Every ship is unique with 
its part in history, how it was 
built and its demise,” says Greg 
Such, owner of Shipwreck 
Adventures in Two Rivers,Wis. 
(2004 Washington St.; 920-482-
0725; shipwreckadventures.com). 
Northland Equipment & Diving 
(800-786-2109; northland 
equipment.net) offers dive 
classes and takes everyone from 
newbies to advanced divers out 
to see the wrecks. 

APOSTLE ISLANDS, WISCONSIN
Scuba for shipwrecks in ...

TRIP PLANNER
Sea kayaking is another great way to explore the red sandstone 

islands. Hunt through cliffside sea caves and even spy shipwrecks 
below the surface with Living Adventure in Bayfield (715-779-9503; 
livingadventure.com). Refuel at Maggie’s flamingo-pink house (257 
Manypenny Ave.; 715-779-5641; maggies-bayfield.com), then rest your 
head at The Bayfield Inn (20 Rittenhouse Ave.; 715-779-3363; bayfieldinn.
com) overlooking the lake. 
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SEA STACKS ALONG 
LAKE SUPERIOR, 

APOSTLE ISLANDS

BENETKA ROAD COVERED BRIDGE
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L ocated between 
Chicago and Mil-
waukee, lakefront 

Racine is known for 
having the largest Dan-
ish community outside 
of Denmark — and an 
amazingly pristine beach 
to boot. 

North Beach is a Blue 
Wave-certified clean 
stretch, perfect for 
sandcastle building and 
frolicking in the shallow, 
clear Lake Michigan 
waters. Claim your spot 
along the 1.2 miles of 
gleaming sand or pedal 
or walk the path to the 
zoo (about three blocks). 
Closer, there’s a sizable 
beachside playground 
when the kiddies need 
a change of scenery. 
During the summer, 
lifeguards are on duty 
and parking is free. 

RACINE, 
WISCONSIN

Take the whole 
gang to ...

SWEET STUFF 
You can’t leave 

Racine without diving 
into a kringle, a buttery 
pastry with fruit or nut 
filling topped with icing. 
Sample flavors and take 
away your favorite at 
Bendtsen’s Bakery (3200 
Washington Ave.; 262-633-
0365; bendtsensbakery.
com). When the beach 
scene gets to be too 
much, put your feet 
up at Harbourwalk 
Hotel Racine (223 Gaslight 
Circle; 262-632-7777; 
harbourwalkhotelracine.
com) on the marina.  

WIND POINT 
LIGHTHOUSE,
RACINE, WIS.
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F ans of sandboarding make a beeline for Dubai, 
Australia and Egypt. But in the States, you can hit 
the sand slopes along Lake Michigan. It’s just like 

snowboarding, says DeeDee Kampe, manager of Third 
Coast Surf Shop in St. Joseph, Mich., but a little easier and 
more forgiving than its icy counterpart. 

“It’s great for people of all ages because you go a little 
slower on sand than you would on snow, and you’re 
generally on smaller inclines,” she says.

Rent a board from the shop and head over to Warren 
Dunes State Park, where hills peak at 260 feet and offer 
amazing topside views. If you’re leery about riding the 
dunes standing, rent a sand sled instead. But be warned: 
Trekking back up the slope is a major workout (no 
chairlifts here). 212 State St.; 269-932-4575; thirdcoastsurf 
shop.com

ST. JOSEPH, MICHIGAN
Try sandboarding in ...

WALK AND SHOP
In the summer, you can stroll the downtown brick 

streets of St. Joseph’s to the Saturday farmers market 
or the antiques market (held the first Sunday of the 
month) at Lake Bluff Park. Book a roomy suite at The 
Boulevard Inn & Bistro (521 Lake Blvd.; 269-983-6600; 
theboulevardinn.com) and scarf down a burger and local 
craft brew at The Buck (412 State St.; 269-281-0320; 
eatatthebuck.com). 

F resh from the fields 
surrounding Traverse 
City, tart cherries 

and juicy apples teem over 
tables and tumble out of 
baskets at local farmers 
markets. Whitefish is pulled 
from lake waters, and morel 
mushrooms are foraged 
from the woods. With 
this yummy abundance 
of fresh delicacies, not to 
mention the 50 wineries 
and 20 microbreweries in 
the region, it’s no wonder 
Traverse City is becoming a 
top foodie destination. 

Sure, you can find plenty 
of eclectic eateries along 
the downtown’s tree-lined 
streets, but grabbing eats 
from a food truck is a fun 
way to savor the region’s 
flavors. Simon Joseph is 
an early Traverse City food 
truck proselytizer with 
his restaurant on wheels, 
Roaming Harvest. His 
Korean tacos with Asian 
slaw and sriracha mayo 
became an instant hit. Now, 
a growing list of diverse food 
trucks have joined him. Find 
several parked at The Little 
Fleet bar (448 E. Front St.; 
231-943-1116; thelittlefleet.
com) every evening. 

PICNIC VIEWS
Get a picnic to go at 

Folgarelli’s Market & Wine 
Shop (424 W. Front St.; 
231-941-7651; folgarellis.net) 
and head to Clinch Park 
beach, across the street from 
downtown, or to Chateau 
Chantel winery (15900 
Rue de Vin; 800-969-4009; 
chateauchantal.com), where 
you’ll get hilltop views.

TRAVERSE CITY, 
MICHIGAN

Go gourmet in ...

I t takes two ferry rides 
to get to this remote, 
stone-strewn island 

in the mouth of Green Bay. 
The payoff is having a quiet 
912-acre island nearly all to 
yourself. 

Rock Island is a forested 
state park with 10 miles 
of trails and a 2,000-foot 
stretch of beach. With a 
strict no cars or bikes policy 
and patchy-at-best cell-
phone reception, it’s perfect 
for those looking to break 
from the daily grind. 

Follow the 5.2-mile 
Thordarson Loop Trail 
along the shoreline to see 
Viking Hall and the stone 
boathouse built by the 
island’s former owner — a 
wealthy Icelandic inventor 
who summered here in the 
early 1900s. dnr.wi.gov/topic/
parks/name/rockisland

GO WILD 
Choose from 42 backpack 

camping sites or stay at 
the old Pottawatamie 
Lighthouse and serve as 
a volunteer tour guide for 
a week (fori.us). There’s no 
electricity or running water, 
but you get a gorgeous view 
of Lake Michigan and a 
grassy yard perfect for lawn 
games. 

ROCK ISLANDS, 
WISCONSIN

Go off the grid in ...

WARREN DUNES 
STATE PARK

POTTAWATAMIE 
LIGHTHOUSE     
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“S heboygan has more aloha spirit than Hawaii,” 
insists Larry “Longboard” Williams, one of the 
pioneers of freshwater surfing. “Maybe it’s the 

Midwestern attitude of sharing and caring, but we are said to 
be the friendliest surfers on the planet.” 

Sheboygan, one hour north of Milwaukee, is called the 
“Malibu of the Midwest” with a 5-mile stretch of beach, its 
own reef and 22 breaks (that’s coastal terrain where waves 
break, for the uninitiated). Winds of 20-25 mph can produce 
6-foot waves on Lake Michigan. And a few times a year, 
when conditions are just right, the swells can reach as high 
as 24 feet!

Summer weather makes the lake calmer and warmer, 
both great conditions for beginners who can learn how to 
paddle and practice balancing. Get lessons and rent boards 
from EOS surf shop (510 N. 8th St.; 920-208-7873; eossurf.com). 

SHEBOYGAN, WISCONSIN
Learn to surf in ...

SURF’S UP INDOORS
The surfing doesn’t have to end once you check 

into Blue Harbor Resort (725 Blue Harbor Dr.; 920-452-
2900; blueharborresort.com). Hone your new skills in the 
indoor water park’s surf simulator. And don’t leave 
the “bratwurst capital of the world” without sampling 
the charcoal-grilled meaty goodies at Schulz’s (1644 
Calumet Dr.; 920-452-1880), an unassuming ’50s diner. 

J ust 16 miles north of  
Niagara Falls on the shore of 
Lake Ontario, Niagara-on-the-

Lake is so picture-perfect, it feels like 
a Hollywood movie set. The water 
sparkles, and flowers hang off posts 
and abundantly overflow from flow-
erbeds in front of the 19th-century 
storefronts. Most of all, it’s the relaxed 
yesteryear vibe that makes you want 
to stay awhile. 

The village traces back to 1781 
and was a haven for British Loyalists 
fleeing the U.S. during the Revolution-
ary War. Enjoy golf at one of the 
oldest courses in North America, the 

Niagara-on-the-Lake Golf Club (143 
Front St.; 905-468-3424; notlgolf.com), or 
see a theater performance during the 
Shaw Festival, a seven-month celebra-

tion of popular turn-of-the-century 
Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw 
(shawfest.com). End the day with a 
candlelit ghost tour of Fort George, 
a site battled for during the War of 
1812 (51 Queen’s Parade.; 905-468-6621; 
friendsoffortgeorge.ca). 

RETAIL THERAPY  
The lavender soap from Neob 

Lavender’s quaint shop is a fragrant 
souvenir (758 Niagara Stone Rd.; 
905-682-0171; neoblavender.com). After 
shopping, devour a savory pork pie at 
Willow Cakes & Pastries (242 Mary St.; 
905-468-2745; willowcakes.ca).  

NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE, CANADA
Go back in time in ...

LAKE MICHIGAN


