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There is a different kind of energy to fall in 
the United States. It lives in the changing 
colors along the open road, the crisp 
morning air, and the quiet moments that 
unfold as summer gives way to a new 
season. Fall invites us to slow down, look 
closer, and discover the places that feel 
different when the landscape begins to 
change.

This Fall 2026 issue of Explore USA 
Magazine is a reflection of that spirit.
At the center of this edition are journeys 
shaped by the season. From winding roads 
through brilliant autumn landscapes to 
historic small towns and scenic routes, 
Follow the Colors explores the beauty 
of taking the longer way and finding 
adventure beyond the destinations on 
the map.

Where the Wild Still Feels Wild takes us 
into America’s national parks, mountains, 
forests, lakes, and open spaces, where 
cooler temperatures and changing 
landscapes create a different kind of 
outdoor experience. One Season, a 
Thousand Adventures continues that 
journey with scenic drives, cabins, 
campsites, small towns, and unexpected 
places waiting to be discovered.

As the season moves forward, communities 
begin their own transformations. When 

Main Street Starts to Glow explores fall 
festivals, harvest celebrations, Halloween 
traditions, and the first signs of the holiday 
season that make small-town America 
worth exploring.

Together, these stories celebrate more 
than a season. They reflect the freedom 
to wander, the beauty of slowing down, 
and the simple pleasure of discovering 
something unexpected along the way.

At Explore USA Magazine, we believe 
travel is not simply about where you go. 
It is about the roads you take, the places 
you discover, and the perspective you 
bring home.

As you turn these pages, consider this 
your invitation.

Take the scenic route. Follow the colors. 
Experience fall fully.

Explore USA Magazine
Travel. Savor. Transform.

sales@exploreusamagazine.com
www.ExploreUSAMagazine.com
727-272-4390



TABLE OF 

CONTENTS

8 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 9

Welcome 

Letter - 06

A note on the season of 
American travel

FALL IN FULL 

COLOR

Small Towns, Mountain 
Villages and Scenic Cities 
Where America Puts on Its 
Greatest Autumn Show

- 14

THE LONG WAY HOME

Through historic streets, mountain roads, 
front porches and coastal communities, the 
American South rewards travelers who are 
willing to slow down.

- 56

Beyond the Rim

One of America’s top B&Bs, Sheridan House 
Inn, Transforms a Bucket List Trip into a True 
Destination

- 28

WHEN THE OPEN 

ROAD CALLS

There is something about fall that makes 
America feel bigger. 

- 33

DAMASCUS, VIRGINIA

WHERE THE TRAIL BECOMES THE 
DESTINATION

- 42

ST. FRANCISVILLE

Southern Charm Through 
the Seasons

- 66

56.

14.

28. 33.

66.

42.



TABLE OF 

CONTENTS

10 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 11

MIDNIGHT BEYOND TIMES 

SQUARE

Small Cities, Unusual Traditions and Memorable 
Places to Welcome 2027 Across America

- 118

WHERE 

HALLOWEEN 

COMES 

ALIVE

Haunted History, Autumn 
Traditions and Small 
Town Destinations Worth 
Discovering This October

- 78

THE ROADS THAT BRING US HOME

A Thanksgiving Journey Through Small Towns, 
Harvest Country and American Traditions That 
Still Bring People Together

- 88

WHEN MAIN STREET  STARTS 

TO GLOW

Across America, small towns and beloved 
destinations transform the holiday season into 
traditions worth traveling for.

- 98

CHRISTMAS BEYOND THE 

BIG CITIES

Small Towns, Historic Main Streets and Hidden 
Holiday Destinations Across America

- 106

88.

106.

98.
118.

78.



12 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 13

FALL IN FULL 

COLOR

Fall transforms America into a season of movement, color and 
discovery. From New England villages and mountain roads to 

coastal towns and golden western landscapes, autumn invites 
travelers to slow down and follow the changing scenery. This 

section explores the communities, scenic routes and unforgettable 
landscapes that make fall one of the most rewarding times to 

travel across the country.



FALL IN FULL 

COLOR
Small Towns, Mountain Villages and Scenic Cities Where America Puts on 

Its Greatest Autumn Show

EXPLORE USA MAGAZINE | FALL 
2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION

There is a moment every year 
when America seems to 
change overnight.

Summer’s deep greens begin to 
soften. A single maple flashes red 
along a country road. Gold appears 
on a mountainside. Cool mornings 
return, farm stands fill with apples 
and pumpkins, and before long 
entire valleys are painted in shades 
of crimson, amber, copper and 
gold.

Fall foliage is more than a change 
in scenery. It is an invitation to 
travel differently.

Autumn encourages us to slow 
down, leave the interstate behind 
and fol low roads that wind 
through mountain passes, historic 
villages and communities where 
the center of town may still be a 
church steeple, an old courthouse 
square or a Main Street lined with 
independent shops.
From the forests of Maine to the 
Blue Ridge Mountains and the 

golden aspens of Colorado, some 
of America’s most memorable 
fall experiences are found where 
spectacular landscapes meet 
communities with a strong sense 
of place.

This season, Explore USA Magazine 
heads into the heart of autumn in 
search of towns, villages and cities 
worth putting on the fall road-trip 
map.

Few regions are as closely associated with fall as New England. Maples, birches and other deciduous trees 
create enormous sweeps of color across mountains, valleys and village streets. The progression generally 
begins farther north and at higher elevations before moving south, making autumn less a single weekend 
than a traveling season.

The Classic New England Fall 
Escape

If someone were asked to imagine 
the quintessential New England 
autumn village, the picture might 
look remarkably similar to Stowe.
Mountains  r ise  behind the 
community while country roads 
disappear between forests and 
farms. Covered bridges, historic 
buildings and the unmistakable 
silhouette of a traditional New 
England village create a setting 
seemingly designed for October.

Stowe’s location near Mount 
Mansfield, Vermont’s highest peak, 
adds another dimension. Visitors 
can experience the landscape 
from below and then climb toward 
the mountain for expansive views 
across a countryside transformed 
by autumn.

The area’s higher elevations 
typical ly change before the 
historic village below, allowing 
color to move gradually across 
the landscape. Local tourism 
information generally places 
Stowe’s strongest foliage period 

around late September into early 
October, although conditions vary 
annually.
But Stowe’s appeal extends beyond 
leaves.
Autumn here means scenic drives, 
hiking trails, covered bridges, 
cider, farm country and cool 
evenings that make a warm meal 
feel especially satisfying. Route 100 
also provides access to more of 
Vermont’s rural landscape, making 
Stowe an excellent anchor for a 
longer foliage road trip.

This is the kind of destination 
where getting there is part of the 
experience.

STOWE, VERMONT

14 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 15

NEW ENGLAND: WHERE AUTUMN 

BECOMES AN EXPERIENCE
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A Village Surrounded by the 
White Mountains

Cross into New Hampshire and 
the scenery becomes increasingly 
dramatic.
North Conway sits at the doorstep of 
the White Mountains, surrounded 
by some of the Northeast’s most 
recognizable autumn landscapes. 
Mountains rise sharply around 
the valley while winding highways 
connect villages, notches and 
overlooks.

One road deserves specia l 
attent ion:  the Kancamagus 
Highway.

Running between Conway and 
Lincoln, this roughly 32-mile scenic 
route passes through the White 
Mountain National Forest and 
offers access to mountain scenery, 
overlooks and forests that erupt 
in color during autumn. Nearby 
Crawford Notch and Pinkham 
Notch provide additional routes 
through the mountains.

The White Mountains typically 
experience their most colorful 

conditions during the first half of 
October, though weather can shift 
the progression from year to year.
North Conway gives travelers 
something particularly valuable: a 
lively village to return to after a day 
spent exploring the mountains.

Park the car. Walk through town. 
Find something warm to drink. 
Then start planning tomorrow’s 
route.

That rhythm is what fall travel 
should feel like.

NORTH CONWAY, NEW HAMPSHIRE

Autumn on the Atlantic

There are places where fall foliage 
is the attraction.
Bar Harbor offers something more 
unusual.
Here, autumn reaches the edge of 
the Atlantic.

The town sits beside Acadia 
National Park on Mount Desert 
Island, creating an extraordinary 
combination of colorful forest, 
granite shoreline, mountains 
and ocean. Autumn paints the 

island’s hardwood forests while 
evergreens maintain their deep 
green, creating layers of color 
against blue water and rugged 
coastal terrain.

Acadia itself draws thousands of 
visitors each fall specifically for 
the seasonal transformation. The 
National Park Service notes that 
peak color in the park generally 
arrives around mid-October, while 
Maine’s statewide progression 
varies significantly by region.
Bar Harbor makes an appealing 

base because the experience 
changes throughout the day.
Morning can begin beside the 
ocean. Midday can be spent 
exploring Acadia’s roads and trails. 
By evening, visitors can return 
to town for dinner and a walk 
through streets that have settled 
into the quieter rhythm of fall.

It is distinctly Maine.
And distinctly American.

A Harbor Framed in Autumn 
Color

Continue along Maine’s coast and 
another memorable combination 
appears.
Camden brings mountains, harbor 
and fall foliage together in one 
compact destination.

Sailboats and working vessels 
occupy the water below while 
forested hills rise behind town. 
During foliage season, the contrast 
becomes particularly striking: 
blue harbor, white boats, dark 
evergreens and hillsides painted 
with autumn color.
Maine’s official foliage guidance 

places Camden within the state’s 
coastal and mid-coast viewing 
region. Coastal Maine typically 
reaches peak or  near-peak 
conditions later than northern 
parts of the state, often from mid-
October toward the end of the 
month.
That later progression makes the 
Maine coast especially useful for 
travelers trying to extend a New 
England foliage trip.
Follow the color south.
Let the season determine the 
route.

BAR HARBOR, MAINE

CAMDEN, MAINE
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MAINE: WHERE THE FOREST 

MEETS THE SEA



THE BLUE RIDGE: AUTUMN TAKES 

THE LONG WAY SOUTH

One of America’s great advantages for fall travelers is geography.
When autumn begins fading in northern New England, the show is only getting started farther south.
Western North Carolina demonstrates why elevation matters so much. Color begins at the highest peaks 
before descending through mountain communities, valleys and foothills. Around Asheville, that progression 
can stretch roughly six weeks, from late September into early November.

A City Surrounded by Mountains

Asheville proves that a great 
foliage trip does not have to mean 
choosing between nature and city 
life.
The B lue  R idge Mounta ins 
surround the city, creating easy 
access to scenic drives, trails, 
waterfalls and overlooks while 
downtown provides restaurants, 
galleries, breweries, architecture 
and cultural attractions.

The region’s remarkable variety 
of elevations helps produce an 
unusually long fall color season. 
Higher peaks begin changing first, 

followed by progressively lower 
elevations around the city and 
surrounding forests.
That makes Asheville an excellent 
base for travelers willing to chase 
the color.
If the leaves around downtown 
have not reached their strongest 
point, climb higher.

If the mountaintops have already 
passed peak, explore lower 
elevations.

Autumn here moves vertically as 
much as geographically.

ASHEVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA

Small-Town Fall in the High 
Country

Farther north in North Carolina’s 
High Country, Blowing Rock offers 
another version of Blue Ridge 
autumn.
Its elevation places travelers close 
to mountain scenery, while the 
community retains the walkability 

and intimacy that make small 
towns so appealing during fall.
North Carolina tourism guidance 
indicates that color in the High 
Country can begin appearing 
at the highest elevations in late 
September before moving toward 
communities including Boone and 
Blowing Rock through October.
Take the long route into town.

Stop at overlooks.
Walk Main Street.
Then find a porch or window seat 
and watch the afternoon light 
settle across the mountains.
Not every great travel experience 
requires an itinerary packed from 
sunrise to sunset.
Sometimes the destination itself 
is enough.

BLOWING ROCK, NORTH CAROLINA
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History Beneath the Hills

Fall does not end when New 
England’s leaves begin to drop.
As the season advances southward, 
Pennsylvania’s mountains take 
their turn.
J im Thorpe s i ts  among the 
forested ridges of the Pocono 
Mountains, and its historic streets 
and dramatic surrounding terrain 
create a completely different type 
of autumn experience.

This is a town made for wandering.
Historic architecture climbs along 
narrow streets while mountains 
press close around the community. 
In fall, those slopes become walls 
of red, orange and yellow.

Unlike destinations where visitors 
primarily drive from overlook to 
overlook, Jim Thorpe gives travelers 
an opportunity to combine foliage 
with the atmosphere of a historic 
downtown. Walk. Browse. Stop 

for lunch. Then head back into the 
surrounding mountains.
The best foliage destinations do 
not simply provide something 
beautiful to photograph.

They give travelers a reason to 
stay.

JIM THORPE, PENNSYLVANIA

THE PENNSYLVANIA 

MOUNTAINS



Autumn Reaches the Southern 
Appalachians

Continue south and the mountains 
of North Georgia demonstrate just 
how far America’s foliage season 
can stretch.

Blue Ridge combines a welcoming 
mountain-town atmosphere with 
forests, waterways and scenic 
drives. Nearby waterfalls and 
mountain roads give travelers 
plenty of reasons to venture 
outside town, while the community 
provides a natural home base for 
a fall weekend.

Georgia’s mountain foliage typically 
develops later than color at higher 
latitudes, with strong conditions 
often occurring from mid-October 
into early November depending on 
elevation and weather.

This is one of the pleasures of 
following autumn south.

The calendar keeps moving, but 
fall keeps giving travelers another 
chance.

BLUE RIDGE, GEORGIA THE WEST: WHEN AUTUMN 

TURNS TO GOLD

The forests of the Northeast may be famous for their reds and oranges, but travel west and the autumn 
palette changes dramatically.
Here, gold takes center stage.

A Town Named for the Season’s 
Star

There may be no more appropriately 
named fall destination in America.
Around Aspen, groves of the town’s 
namesake trees turn brilliant 
shades of yellow and gold beneath 
Colorado’s high mountain peaks.
The effect is entirely different from 
New England.
Instead of densely layered forests 
dominated by reds, oranges and 

yellows, Colorado’s aspens can 
create vast ribbons of gold across 
dark mountain slopes.

One of  the reg ion ’s  i conic 
landscapes lies at Maroon Bells, 
where golden aspens frame 
Maroon Lake  beneath  two 
towering peaks. Late September 
is traditionally an important period 
for fall color around the Aspen 
area, although yearly conditions 
vary.

Aspen also works because the 
destination is more than its 
scenery.
Travelers can spend the morning 
in the mountains and return to a 
walkable town for shopping, dining 
and an evening beside a fireplace.
Summer may belong to the trail.
Winter may belong to the slopes.
But for a brief period between 
them, the mountains belong to 
gold.

Gateway to a Rocky Mountain 
Autumn

On the opposite side of Colorado’s 
high country, Estes Park offers 
another spectacular base for a 
western foliage journey.
The community stands at the 
eastern entrance to  Rocky 
Mountain National Park, placing 
visitors within reach of alpine 
scenery, golden aspens and some 
of the most dramatic mountain 
roads in the country.

Trail Ridge Road crosses the 
national park between Estes Park 

and Grand Lake, climbing above 
12,000 feet at its highest point. 
The enormous change in elevation 
means travelers can experience 
multiple landscapes during a single 
drive.

F a l l  a l s o  b r i n g s  a n o t h e r 
unmistakable element to the 
Rockies: wildlife.
The season can feel rawer here. 
Mountains loom larger. Nights 
grow colder. Snow can begin 
appearing on high peaks while 
golden leaves remain below.
It is autumn on a western scale.

ASPEN, COLORADO

ESTES PARK, COLORADO
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CHASING AUTUMN ACROSS 

AMERICA

Fall foliage cannot be scheduled with perfect precision.
That uncertainty is part of its appeal.
Temperature, rainfall, daylight, elevation and geography all influence when leaves change and how long their 
color remains. A destination that peaked during the first week of October one year may behave differently 
the next.

So perhaps the best fall road trip is not built around finding one supposedly perfect weekend.
Instead, follow the season.

Begin in the mountains of northern New England. Wander through Vermont and New Hampshire. Meet the 
Atlantic along the coast of Maine. Continue through Pennsylvania’s mountain communities. Follow the Blue 
Ridge south through North Carolina and Georgia, or turn west toward Colorado’s golden aspens.

Along the way, leave room for unexpected stops.
Pull over at the farm stand.
Take the road through the village instead of the bypass.
Walk across the covered bridge.
Order the apple cider.

Stay long enough to watch afternoon sunlight turn an ordinary mountainside into something extraordinary.
Because America’s fall foliage is not simply a collection of colorful trees.
It is an entire season of travel.

For a few fleeting weeks each year, familiar roads become destinations, small towns become gateways to 
spectacular landscapes, and forests that stood quietly green all summer command our full attention.
The colors will fade.

The leaves will fall.
Winter will arrive.
And perhaps that is precisely why autumn is worth chasing.

Explore it while it lasts.
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THE GREAT OUTDOORS

America’s Fall Adventures

Fall offers a different way to experience the American outdoors. 
Cooler mornings, quieter trails and landscapes caught between 

autumn and winter create new opportunities for hiking, camping, 
paddling and exploring. From scenic roads and mountain trails 
to quiet lakes and open wilderness, this section celebrates the 

adventures waiting beyond the everyday.



Beyond the Rim: Why the 

Grand Canyon is Only the First 

Chapter of a Northern Arizona 

Journey
One of America’s top B&Bs, Sheridan House Inn, Transforms a 

Bucket List Trip into a True Destination

Arizona may be famous 
for scorchingdeserts and 
cactus-studded landscapes, 

but head north and the scenery 
changes dramatically. Towering 
ponderosa  p ines ,  red-rock 
canyons, high-country lakes, wild 
west history and some of the 
most recognizable landscapes 
in America are all in a region 
that makes for an unforgettable 
vacation destination.

Grand Canyon National Park is, of 
course, the headliner. Standing 

at the rim for the first time is one 
of those rare travel experiences 
that really does live up to the 
anticipation. But throughout 
Northern Arizona are more places 
travelers have dreamed of seeing: 
the red rocks of Sedona, the 
sculpted walls of Antelope Canyon, 
the remarkable curve of the 
Colorado River at Horseshoe Bend, 
and the nostalgia of America’s 
Mother Road, Route 66.

The chal lenge isn ’ t  f inding 
something extraordinary to see – 
it’s figuring out how to fit it all in. 
Rather than moving from place to 
place, Williams is a great location 
for a “home base” for day trips to 
all the sights. And if planning a 
trip to Williams, why not stay that 
Tripadvisor named the 16thbest 
bed &breakfast/inn in the United 
States. In 2026, Sheridan House 
Inn earned Tripadvisor’s Travelers’ 
Choice Best of the Best recognition.
Set among the ponderosa pines, 

Sheridan House Inn offers an 
inviting sanctuary for exploring 
this remarkable corner of the 
Southwest - and a reason to look 
forward to returning at the end of 
each day’s adventure.
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The intimate, adults-only 8-room 
inn is tucked into the forest above 
town, offering the quiet and 
privacy of a mountain retreat while 
keeping guests close to Williams 

and approximately an hour from 
Grand Canyon National Park. 
From here, travelers can build 
days around iconic landscapes, 
take a road trip through red-rock 

country, explore Route 66 or spend 
time closer to home at Bearizona 
Wildlife Park and in Williams’ lively 
historic Route 66 downtown.

But Sheridan House Inn isn’t 
simply a convenient place to 
sleep between adventures. It has 
become its own destination.

Luxuriously appointed guest rooms 
provide a comfortable refuge after 
a day on the road, while porches 
and peaceful pine surroundings 
invite guests to slow down. Guests 
often remark that they’ve never 
experienced such attention to 
detail, how everything has been 
thought of to make the stay so 
much more than a room…but is 
an experience.  Special occasions, 
from proposals to anniversaries 
and birthdays, are daily events – 
each guest is celebrated.

Mornings begin with an abundance 
of choices daily for cooked-to-order 

breakfasts enjoyed overlooking 
the forest. As guests finish that 
last cup of coffee, final plans 
are made for the day’s itinerary. 
From the moment a guest makes 
a reservation, Team Sheridan is 
ready to help plan the perfect 
itinerary for this area filled with 
some of Earth’s greatest treasures; 
kind of like having a personal 
concierge brimming with insider 
knowledge.

Make the Stay Part of the 

Journey

On select evenings, guests can 
linger over an intimatedinner 
prepared exclusively for those 
staying at the inn, like having a 
personal chef. It’s the perfect way 
to unwind after being tourists – 
perhaps finishing with another 
cocktail, s’mores by the firepit and 
star gazing under the northern 
Arizona skies before walking just 
steps to a comfortable bed. 

Personal hospitality is at the heart 
of the experience. Guests feel 
known at the Sheridan House, and 
they love the care and attention 
that they receive, so much so that 

many return over and over. 
At 7,000 feet elevation, summers 
never get too hot and winters can 
be wonderlands of snow, so it’s 
the kind of place people love to 
come for no other reason than to 
escape the stresses of life and let 
the forest give peace and a sense 
that all is right in the world. 

Northern Arizona rewards travelers 
who resist the urge to rush through 
it. Come for the places you’ve 
always wanted to see, but leave 
room for unexpected discoveries, 
long breakfasts, quiet evenings 
in the pines and the pleasure 

of having somewhere special to 
return to.Sheridan House Inn looks 
forward to welcoming you and the 
memories you will make. Life is 
short…take the trip!!!

Make Williams Your Northern Arizona Base
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GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK • APPROX. 1 HOUR
SEDONA • APPROX. 1 HOUR
HORSESHOE BEND & ANTELOPE CANYON • A FULL DAY TRIP TO PAGE, AZ
HISTORIC ROUTE 66 • RIGHT OUTSIDE YOUR DOOR
BEARIZONA WILDLIFE PARK • JUST MINUTES AWAY

SHERIDAN HOUSE INN | WILLIAMS, ARIZONA
ADULTS ONLY • EXCEPTIONAL BREAKFASTS • SELECT GUEST-ONLY DINNERS • FOREST SETTING

PLAN YOUR NORTHERN ARIZONA ESCAPE
HTTPS://WWW.SHERIDANHOUSEINN.COM/
928-635-8991
RESERVATIONS@SHERIDANHOUSEINN.COM



WHEN THE OPEN 

ROAD CALLS

There is something about 
fall that makes America feel 
bigger.

Maybe it is the way a familiar road 
suddenly becomes unrecognizable 
beneath a canopy of gold and 
crimson. Maybe it is the first cool 
morning that sends you reaching 
for a jacket before stepping 
outside. Or maybe it is the simple 
realization that, for a few short 
weeks each year, the country 
seems to transform itself.

The crowds begin to thin. The air 
becomes sharper. Summer’s heat 
gives way to campfires, scenic 
overlooks, quiet trails, and small 
towns preparing for the seasons 
ahead.
This is the time to get outside.
From mountain roads glowing with 
color to peaceful lakes, winding 
trails, historic towns, national 
parks, and hidden places waiting 
just beyond the next turn, autumn 
offers a different kind of American 

adventure. It is not always about 
going farther. Sometimes it is 
about slowing down long enough 
to notice where you are.

The best fall journeys often begin 
without a complicated itinerary.
Fill the tank. Grab a warm drink. 
Take the road that looks interesting.
America has a way of rewarding 
people who do.
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Some destinations are famous 
for fall.
New England’s winding roads and 
covered bridges have become 
symbols of the season. The Blue 
Ridge Parkway draws travelers 
searching for mountain views 
painted in layers of red, orange, 
and gold. Across the Midwest, quiet 
country roads lead past farms, 

forests, lakes, and communities 
celebrating harvest season.
But some of the best places are 
the ones you discover for yourself.
A two-lane highway through 
a small town. A roadside sign 
pointing toward a state park. A 
trailhead you almost drove past. 
A local restaurant where everyone 
seems to know everyone else.

Fall travel is full of these moments.
Unlike the rush of summer 
vacations, autumn invites you to 
move at your own pace. Stop at the 
overlook. Take the longer route. 
Pull into the town square and walk 
around. Order something local. 
Ask someone where they would 
go if they had the afternoon free.
You may find yourself standing 
beside a quiet lake with nothing 
but the sound of leaves moving 
in the wind. You may discover a 
family-owned orchard, a historic 

main street, or a trail leading to a 
view that never appeared on your 
original plan.

That is part of the adventure.
The destination matters, but the 
journey matters too.

And in fall, the journey can be just 
as beautiful as anywhere you were 
planning to go.

FOLLOW THE COLORS

The best roads are not always the fastest ones. Sometimes they are simply the ones 

that give you a reason to slow down.
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There is no shortage of places 
to experience the outdoors in 
America.
Our national parks, state parks, 
forests, coastlines, mountains, 
rivers, and open spaces offer 
something for nearly every kind 
of traveler. Fall brings a special 
advantage: cooler temperatures 
and a landscape in transition.
For hikers, it can mean crisp 
mornings and clearer views.
For campers, it means sleeping 

beneath cooler skies and gathering 
around a fire at the end of the day.
F o r  p a d d l e r s ,  a n g l e r s , 
photographers, and road-trippers, 
it offers an entirely different 
perspective on places they may 
have visited before.

A trail that feels crowded in July 
can become peaceful in October.
A summer lake can take on a 
stillness that makes the entire 
landscape feel different.
The mountains begin showing 
their first signs of winter while 
valleys below remain covered in 
autumn color.

It is a season caught between two 
worlds.
That is what makes it special.

One day may feel like the perfect 
end to summer. The next may 
bring the first frost, a dusting of 
snow, or a morning so cold that 

you can see your breath before 
sunrise.
The outdoors reminds us that 
the seasons are always moving 
forward.

And maybe that is why getting 
outside feels so important.
There is something grounding 
about standing somewhere bigger 
than yourself. At the edge of a 
canyon. Along a quiet shoreline. At 
the top of a mountain trail. In the 
middle of a forest where the only 
thing you can hear is the wind.

For a little while, the noise fades.
The notifications can wait.
The road ahead becomes enough.

WHERE THE WILD STILL FEELS WILD
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The beauty of an American fall 
adventure is that there is no single 
way to experience it.
For one traveler, it may mean 
loading up the car and heading 
toward the mountains.

For another, it might be a weekend 
in a small town, walking historic 
streets beneath changing trees 
and finding a local café before 
sunset.
It could be a national park, a cabin 
in the woods, a campsite beside 
a river, or a scenic drive with no 
destination beyond whatever 
happens to be around the next 
bend.

And as fall slowly gives way to the 
holiday season, the landscape 
begins another transformation.
Pumpkins and harvest displays 
share space with evergreens. Cool 
evenings become colder nights. 
Small towns begin hanging lights. 
The first snow arrives in some 
parts of the country while others 
are still glowing with autumn color.
It is a reminder of just how much 
can happen in one season.

From the first changing leaves to 
the first signs of winter, there is 
always somewhere else to explore.
Maybe that is the real adventure.
Not checking destinations off a list.

Not racing from one attraction to 
another.

But getting out there.
Taking the road.
Following the trail.
Finding the places that make you 
stop and look around.

Because across America, some 
of the best experiences are still 
waiting outside.
All you have to do is go.

ONE SEASON, A THOUSAND 

ADVENTURES

THIS FALL, TAKE THE 

SCENIC ROUTE.
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DAMASCUS, 

VIRGINIA
WHERE THE TRAIL BECOMES THE DESTINATION

Some mountain towns are surrounded by trails.
Damascus is different.

Here, the trails come directly into town.

The Appalachian Trail follows 
Laurel Avenue. The Virginia Creeper 
Trail reaches the community from 
Abingdon. Cyclists, hikers, runners, 
anglers, motorcyclists and outdoor 
travelers converge in a place where 
a day in the mountains can easily 
turn into an evening downtown.

Known as  Tra i l  Town USA, 
Damascus sits in the mountains of 
Southwest Virginia with the kind of 

setting that makes slowing down 
feel natural. The surrounding 
landscape stretches toward 
Mount Rogers, Grayson Highlands, 
Whitetop Mountain, national 
forests and winding mountain 
waterways, while downtown offers 
locally owned shops, restaurants, 
outfitters and places to stay.

For travelers planning a fall 
escape, a mountain weekend or a 

holiday getaway, Damascus offers 
something increasingly rare: a 
destination where adventure is 
part of the community itself.
And sometimes, the best way to 
experience it is simply to arrive, 
park the car and start walking.

Damascus has earned its reputation 
by being at the crossroads of an 
extraordinary network of long-
distance routes.
Seven recognized trails and routes 
meet at the heart of the community: 
the Virginia Creeper National 
Recreation Trail, Appalachian 
National Scenic Trail, Iron Mountain 
Trail, South East and Mid-Atlantic 
Backcountry Discovery Routes, 
TransAmerica Bicycle Trail and U.S. 
Route 76, TransVirginia Bike Route, 
and The Crooked Road: Virginia’s 
Heritage Music Trail.

That combination gives Damascus 
an unusual personality.
A hiker may arrive following the 
Appalachian Trail. A cyclist may 
come for the Virginia Creeper. A 
mountain biker may be looking for 
Iron Mountain. A motorcyclist may 
have Damascus on the itinerary 
because of the legendary Snake 
route and the mountain roads 
surrounding town.

They all end up in the same place.

SEVEN TRAILS. ONE SMALL TOWN.
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Beyond the  s idewalks  and 
storefronts, the landscape rises.
Damascus provides easy access to 
Mount Rogers National Recreation 
Area, Grayson Highlands State 
Park, George Washington and 
Jefferson National Forests and 
Cherokee National Forest, placing 
an enormous outdoor playground 
within reach.

Nearby Mount Rogers, the highest 
point in Virginia, anchors the 
region’s high-country experience. 
Whitetop Mountain, Virginia’s 
second-highest peak, rises above 
5,500 feet and offers spectacular 
mountain scenery, while the 
surrounding high country is known 
for open balds, forests, streams 
and sweeping views.

At Grayson Highlands State Park, 
visitors can hike through some 
of Virginia’s most distinctive 

high-elevation scenery and may 
encounter the area’s famous wild 
ponies.

The region also rewards travelers 
who prefer wheels to hiking boots.
The Iron Mountain Trail offers 
more than 20 miles of backcountry 
r idgel ine s ingletrack,  whi le 
Damascus serves as a waypoint 
for long-distance cycling routes 
including the TransAmerica Bicycle 
Trail and TransVirginia Bike Route.

For motorists, the surrounding 
roads provide another way to 
experience the mountains. The 
Snake, U.S. 421, the Mount Rogers 
Scenic Byway, U.S. 58, the Back of 
the Dragon and the Mid-Atlantic 
Backcountry Discovery Route all 
add their own version of adventure.

The mountains around Damascus 
are also shaped by water.
Whitetop Laurel, Tennessee Laurel 
and Beaverdam Creek converge 
around the community, forming 
Laurel Creek before continuing 
toward the South Fork of the 
Holston River.

For anglers, the area is a destination 
in  i ts  own r ight .  Whi tetop 
Laurel is recognized as one of 
Southwest Virginia’s premier trout 
streams, while accessible fishing 

opportunities can be found at 
locations including Laurel Creek 
Park, Creek Junction and Beartree 
Lake.

Paddlers can also find seasonal 
whitewater on the Laurel Creek 
system, while the South Fork of the 
Holston River and nearby South 
Holston Lake provide additional 
opportunities for paddling and 
exploring the region from the 
water.
In other words, you do not have to 

choose just one way to experience 
Damascus.

Hike it.
Bike it.
Fish it.
Paddle it.
Ride it.

Or simply find a scenic place to sit 
and watch the mountains change.

THE HIGH COUNTRY IS YOUR BACKYARD

FOLLOW THE WATER

The Virginia Creeper Trail remains 
one of the biggest draws.
The celebrated 34-mile rail-trail 
connects Abingdon, Damascus 
and Whitetop Station, offering a 
scenic route through forests and 
mountain country. The trail is 
family-friendly and accessible to 
riders of varying experience levels, 
and local outfitters in Damascus 
provide bicycle rentals and shuttle 
services.
There is an important update for 
travelers visiting during the 2026 
season.

The 17-mile section between 
Abingdon and Damascus is open, 
allowing visitors to ride from the 
Abingdon trailhead back into 
Damascus. The upper section 
from Damascus toward Whitetop 
Station remains closed while it is 
being rebuilt following damage 
caused by Hurricane Helene in 
September 2024.

The current reopening date for the 
upper section is March 31, 2027.
That means the full 34-mile Virginia 
Creeper experience is something 

to put on the calendar for next 
year’s adventure, while the open 
Abingdon-to-Damascus section 
continues to offer an opportunity 
to experience this iconic trail 
during the 2026 season.

The message from Damascus is 
simple: the trail is coming back, 
and the community is already 
preparing for what comes next.

Few destinations can make 
the Appalachian Trail feel this 
accessible.

In Damascus, the Appalachian Trail 
passes directly through downtown, 
following sidewalks along Laurel 
Avenue before continuing toward 
the Mount Rogers High Country.

During the 2026 season, hikers 
should also be aware of a temporary 
Appalachian Trail detour north of 
Damascus associated with the 
ongoing Virginia Creeper Trail 
reconstruction. The detour follows 
the historic Iron Mountain Trail 
toward the Mount Rogers High 
Country.
For visitors who are not attempting 
a long-distance hike, the experience 
is still special. You can walk a 

portion of the trail, watch hikers 
coming through town, visit the 
Damascus Trail Center or simply 
enjoy the unique energy created 
by having one of America’s most 
famous trails running through the 

middle of the community.
Damascus is not just near the 
Appalachian Trail.

The Appalachian Trail is part of 
Damascus.

THE VIRGINIA CREEPER TRAIL

THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL 

RUNS RIGHT THROUGH 

TOWN
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Before heading into the mountains, 
make the Damascus Trail Center 
your first stop.

Located at 209 West Laurel 
Avenue, the center is open daily 
from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., except 
major holidays, and provides 
maps, trail information, local 
recommendations and insight into 
the region’s outdoor culture.
For visitors arriving during the 
2026 fall season, there is another 
reason to stop inside.
The free “Chain Reaction: How Bikes 

Led to a Trail-Town Revolution” 
exhibit explores the history and 
cultural significance of cycling and 
trail development in Southwest 
Virginia. The exhibit connects 
Damascus’s trail story with two 
major 2026 milestones: America’s 
250th anniversary and the 50th 
anniversary of Bikecentennial.

The exhibit is scheduled to remain 
on display through September 26, 
2026.
For travelers arriving just as the Fall 
2026 edition begins, it is a timely 

glimpse into how bicycles, trails 
and community spirit helped shape 
Damascus into the destination it is 
today.

Autumn may be one of the most 
rewarding times to visit.
By mid-October, the mountains 
begin to take on their seasonal 
color, and the high country 
becomes a destination for scenic 
drives, hiking, photography and 
outdoor exploration.

But fall in Damascus is not limited 
to changing leaves.
The community’s event calendar 
gives visitors plenty of reasons to 
build a trip around the season.

On September 25–27, 2026, 
Damascus Trout Days returns 
to Laurel Creek and Beaverdam 
Creek. The catch-and-release 
tournament is limited to 200 
registered anglers and offers cash 
prizes of up to $1,000, along with a 
weekend of fishing and community 
activities.

Then,  on October  2–3,  the 
Damascus Festival of Miles brings 
timed races to town, including 
three-, six- and 12-hour events on 
a one-mile course, with live music 
adding to the atmosphere.

And when Halloween arrives, 
downtown gets into the spirit 
with Downtown Trick-or-Treating 

on October 31, with monitored 
crosswalks from 5 to 7 p.m.
These are the kinds of events that 
make a destination feel lived-in 
rather than staged.

You are not simply watching the 
community.
For a weekend, you are part of it.

A TRAIL CENTER WITH A STORY TO TELL

FALL HAS ITS OWN RHYTHM

By late November, Damascus 
trades fall color for something 
equally memorable.
Holiday lights begin appearing 
throughout town. Local businesses 
prepare seasonal offerings. 
Mountain-grown Christmas trees 
become part of the experience.
Fraser f irs,  known for their 
distinctive shape and fragrance, are 
native to a small region of Virginia, 
North Carolina and Tennessee and 
thrive at elevations above 4,500 
feet. Around Whitetop, visitors 
can choose their own tree at local 
farms, while pre-cut trees are also 
available closer to town.
The holiday season officially gets 
moving on November 28, 2026, 
with Dashing through Damascus: A 

Christmas Market at the Damascus 
Old Mill Inn from noon to 6 p.m. 
Handmade gifts, vintage finds, 
artwork, homemade treats, live 
music and Santa make it an ideal 
way to begin a mountain Christmas 
weekend.

Then December takes over.
From December  1  through 
December  31 ,  v i s i tors  can 
experience the Holiday Lights 
Tour, exploring Damascus by foot, 
bicycle or vehicle.
On December 4, the annual A Trail 
Town Christmas Parade takes 
over downtown at 7 p.m. The 
celebration includes a Parade Float 
Contest and the Damascus Loves 
Dogs Holiday Costume Contest, 

followed by Santa’s appearance at 
the Fire Hall.
The following day, December 5, 
combines athleticism and holiday 
spirit with the Dashing Thru 
Damascus Half Marathon, 5K and 
Polar Plunge/Sauna on the Virginia 
Creeper Trail. The half marathon 
begins at 8 a.m., the 5K at 9:30 
a.m., and the polar plunge and 
sauna follow at 11 a.m.

That same day, the Christmas 
Market returns to the Damascus 
Old Mill Inn from noon to 6 p.m.
For travelers who prefer their 
holiday memories outdoors, it 
is difficult to imagine a more 
Appalachian combination.

Damascus may be famous for its 
trails, but visitors quickly discover 
that the town itself deserves time.
Laurel Avenue is an easy place to 
begin.
Walkable downtown streets lead 
to restaurants, outdoor outfitters, 
locally made goods, handcrafted 
items and places where travelers 
can sit down, grab a meal and 
compare stories from the day’s 
adventures.

The town is also known for 
i ts  welcoming,  pet- fr iendly 
atmosphere, making it an appealing 
stop for travelers who bring their 
dogs along for the journey.
The Damascus Farmers Market, 
held Thursday evenings from May 
through October, provides another 
opportunity to experience the local 
side of town, with fresh produce, 
meats, eggs, baked goods, crafts 
and live music.

And for those who would rather 
browse than hike, the downtown 
area offers shops, outdoor gear, 
art and locally made products.

That combination is part of the 
appeal.
You can spend the morning on a 
mountain trail and the afternoon 
wandering through downtown 
without ever feeling like you have 
left the destination behind.

SMALL-TOWN STOPS BETWEEN BIG ADVENTURES

THEN COMES CHRISTMAS
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When Christmas is over, Damascus 
does not put away its hiking boots.
On January 1, Virginia State Parks’ 
First Day Hikes tradition gives 
visitors the opportunity to begin 
the new year outside.
From Damascus, travelers can 
head to nearby Grayson Highlands 
State Park or Hungry Mother 
State Park for a ranger-led hike 
or choose their own adventure. 
Virginia State Parks also offer free 
parking on January 1.

It is a fitting way to begin the year 
in a place defined by movement.
Step outside.

Take a breath.
Follow a trail.
See where it leads.

A NEW YEAR THAT STARTS OUTSIDE

One of the pleasures of Damascus 
is that not every worthwhile 
moment needs to be scheduled.
You might arrive intending to ride 
a bike and end up spending the 
afternoon talking with another 
traveler over lunch.

You might plan a hike and discover 
a downtown shop you want to 
explore.
You might come for the Appalachian 
Trail and leave thinking about the 
trout streams.

You might plan a holiday weekend 
around the lights and parade and 
find yourself wanting to return 
when the mountains are green 
again.
That is  the Trai l  Town USA 
experience.
The trai ls may be what put 
Damascus on the map, but the 
community is what turns a stop 
into a stay.

With lodging ranging from 
downtown accommodations and 
bed-and-breakfasts to hostels, 
vacation rentals and campgrounds, 
visitors can build a trip around the 
kind of experience they want.

For a more traditional stay, the 

Damascus Old Mill Inn places 
guests alongside the water and 
close to downtown. Local outfitters 
can help with bikes, shuttles 
and outdoor equipment, while 
restaurants and small businesses 
provide plenty of reasons to linger 
after the day’s adventure.

STAY FOR THE PART YOU DIDN’T PLAN

There are destinations that ask you to check things off a list.
Damascus asks something different.
Take your time.
Walk a little farther.
Ride another mile.
Follow the creek.
Watch the hikers come through town.
Stay for sunset.
Come back in winter.
Then return when the wildflowers appear.
The beauty of Damascus is that the experience changes with the season while the character of the community 
remains remarkably consistent.
In fall, the mountains become a canvas of color.
In winter, the high country opens into wide views and crisp mountain air.
At Christmas, downtown glows with lights and community traditions.
And when spring returns, the trails begin calling again.
For travelers searching for an Appalachian destination with genuine outdoor adventure, small-town character 
and plenty of reasons to return, Damascus, Virginia, is more than a place to pass through.
It is a place to get outside.
A place to explore.
A place to stay awhile.
And a place where the trail itself becomes part of the destination.

DAMASCUS, VIRGINIA
Trail Town USA
Plan your Appalachian getaway with trail information, current conditions, events, lodging, dining, shopping, 
outdoor recreation and more.

VisitDamascus.org

2026 trail note: The Virginia Creeper Trail is currently open from 
Abingdon to Damascus. The upper section between Damascus and 
Whitetop Station is closed during reconstruction and is scheduled to 
reopen March 31, 2027. Travelers should check current trail alerts 
and conditions before visiting.

THE MOUNTAINS ARE WAITING

PLAN YOUR VISIT

52 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 53



54 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🍂 55

SOUTHERN CHARM

Historic Towns, Warm 

Hospitality & Timeliess Beauty.

The American South rewards travelers who are willing to slow 
down. Historic streets, winding roads, front porches, river towns 
and locally rooted food and music reveal a region where the past 

and present continue to meet. From Louisiana’s hill country to 
Southern mountain communities, this section explores the places, 

traditions and everyday moments that give the South its 
enduring character.



THE LONG WAY 

HOME
Through historic streets, mountain roads, front porches and coastal communities, the 

American South rewards travelers who are willing to slow down.

The South is often described 
through its most familiar 
images: a white-columned 

house beneath old trees,  a 
country road winding through the 
hills, a plate of food served at a 
family table, music drifting from 
a doorway, a river moving past 
a historic town. These images 
endure because they represent 
something real, but they only 
begin to explain why the region 
continues to draw travelers.

The deeper appeal of the South is 
found in the relationship between 
place and time. History remains 
visible here. In Charleston and 
Savannah, architecture tells the 

story of generations of people 
who built, changed and preserved 
these cities. In Natchez and St. 
Francisville, historic homes and 
gardens provide a connection to 
the Mississippi River communities 
that developed around them. In 
Franklin, Tennessee, history exists 
alongside a modern downtown 
filled with restaurants, shops 
and music. The past has not 
disappeared. It has simply become 
part of the landscape.

Traveling through the South often 
means moving through several 
versions of America at once.
A historic district can lead to a 
modern restaurant. A plantation 

landscape can sit only a short drive 
from a working farm. A small town 
can have a centuries-old church 
and a new coffee shop on the same 
block. The result is not a region 
frozen in time, but one where old 
and new frequently exist side by 
side.

The best way to understand that 
relationship may be from behind 
the wheel.

Southern roads rarely seem to 
follow the most direct route. 
They bend around rivers, climb 
into mountains and pass through 
communities that might never 
appear on a conventional list of 
destinations. In the Blue Ridge, 

the road itself becomes part of 
the experience as travelers move 
through forests and mountain 
c o m m u n i t i e s .  I n  V i r g i n i a 
and Tennessee, scenic routes 
connect small towns with larger 
destinations while offering views 
that would be missed from an 
interstate.

Roads That Take Their Time
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Further south, the landscape 
changes again.

The Mississippi River has shaped 
communities from Louisiana 
northward, while the Tennessee 
River and other waterways have 
influenced the development 
of towns, farms and industries 
throughout the region. Rivers are 

not simply geographic features 
here. They are part of the history 
and identity of the communities 
built beside them.
St. Francisvil le and Natchez 
demonstrate that especially well. 
Their historic homes, gardens and 
streets reflect the wealth, ambition 
and complicated history of the 
Mississippi River era. Walking 

through these communities is not 
simply an architectural experience. 
It is an opportunity to understand 
how geography influenced the 
people who settled here and the 
society they created.

The same sense of history appears 
in coastal communities.

Charleston and Beaufort offer 
different expressions of the 
Lowcountry,  where historic 
architecture exists alongside 
marshes, waterways and centuries-
old live oaks. Along the Gulf Coast, 
the landscape changes again, 
shaped by fishing communities, 
beaches, seafood traditions and 
the powerful influence of the 
water.

The South is not one landscape. 
It is a collection of landscapes 
connected by history.

Food provides another way into 
that history.
Southern cooking cannot be 
reduced to one style. The region 
contains an enormous range of 
traditions, shaped by geography, 
immigration, agriculture and 
generations of cultural exchange. 
Louisiana’s foodways differ 
from those of the Carolinas. The 
Mississippi Delta has its own 
culinary identity. Appalachian 
communities have developed 

traditions based on what could be 
grown, preserved and prepared 
through the seasons.
Travelers experience that diversity 
one meal at a time.
Sometimes i t  happens in a 
restaurant with a celebrated 
chef. Sometimes it happens 
at a roadside diner where the 
menu has changed very little in 
decades. Sometimes the most 
memorable meal is served in 
a small community where the 

restaurant is known primarily by 
the people who live nearby.

A Table, a Porch and a Conversation
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There is something else that tends 
to happen in the South, too. Meals 
take time.

That does not mean every meal is 
slow, but there remains a cultural 
appreciation for sitting down, 
talking and allowing an experience 
to develop rather than treating 

dinner as another item on an 
itinerary.
That same philosophy can be 
found in the region’s hospitality.
The front porch has become one of 
the enduring symbols of Southern 
life because it represents a simple 
idea: there is value in sitting for 
a while. Whether overlooking a 

mountain valley, a historic street 
or a garden, the porch creates a 
transition between private life and 
the world outside.
For travelers, it can be a useful 
reminder that not every part of a 
trip needs to be productive.

Music adds another layer to the 
journey.
From Nashville and Memphis 
to the Mississippi Delta and the 
Appalachian Mountains, musical 
traditions are inseparable from 
the places where they developed. 
Country, blues, gospel, bluegrass, 
soul and countless other forms 
of American music have roots 
throughout the South.

Travelers can encounter that 
history in major venues, but 
some of its most interesting 
expressions remain in smaller 
communities. A local performance, 
an old recording studio, a roadside 
marker or a musician playing in a 
neighborhood establishment can 

provide a stronger sense of place 
than a large attraction ever could.
That is part of the reason the South 
rewards travelers who leave room 
in their plans.

A destination can be researched 
in advance, but its character is 
often discovered after arrival. 
The historic building that was not 
on the itinerary. The restaurant 
recommended by a local. The 
road that looked more interesting 
than the one suggested by the 
navigation app. The overlook 
reached just before sunset.

Autumn and the holiday season 
make these experiences especially 
memorable. In the mountains, 

changing leaves bring travelers 
onto roads that wind through the 
Blue Ridge. In historic Southern 
towns, fall festivals and seasonal 
events provide new reasons to visit 
familiar streets. As Thanksgiving 
approaches, restaurants and 
markets turn toward the flavors of 
the season. By December, historic 
districts and town squares begin 
to glow with lights, wreaths and 
holiday decorations.

Music in the Landscape

The scenery changes, but the 
underlying character remains.
That  may  be  the  greates t 
expression of Southern charm. It 
is not one landmark, one city or 
one particular tradition. It is the 
accumulation of experiences that 
happen when a traveler slows 
down enough to notice them: a 
road through the trees, a historic 
building at sunset, a plate of food 
prepared with care, music coming 
from a doorway, a river moving 
beneath a bridge or a porch light 
coming on as evening settles over 
town.

The South has always understood 
that a journey does not have to 
be measured by how quickly it is 
completed.

Sometimes the best route is the 
one that takes a little longer. 
Sometimes the most rewarding 
destination is the place that was 
never originally on the map. And 
sometimes, after enough miles 
and enough unexpected stops, 
a trip begins to feel less like a 
vacation and more like a return to 
something familiar.

That is the long way home.
And sometimes it is the road worth 
taking.
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ST. FRANCISVILLE
Southern Charm Through the Seasons

History. Nature. Gardens. Food. Art. Adventure. And a holiday season filled with the 
warmth of a true Southern community.

There are destinations you visit for a day, and then 
there are destinations that encourage you to slow 
down, stay awhile and experience the journey as 
much as the destination.
St. Francisville and West Feliciana Parish are that 
kind of place.
Set among the rolling hills of Louisiana’s Hill Country, 
just north of Baton Rouge and along the Mississippi 
River, St. Francisville offers travelers a side of 
Louisiana that can feel wonderfully unexpected. 
Historic homes stand beneath massive live oaks. 
Gardens preserve stories from generations past. 
Scenic roads wind through forests and countryside. 
Locally owned restaurants and shops give the 
community its unmistakable character.
And from the arrival of fall through the holiday 
season, the destination comes alive with even more 
reasons to explore.

For many travelers, one of the 
biggest surprises is the landscape.
West Feliciana Parish is home to 
rolling hills, wooded ravines, bluffs, 
bayous and scenic countryside. 
T h e  T u n i c a  H i l l s  W i l d l i f e 
Management Area offers miles of 
trails through rugged terrain, while 
the surrounding region provides 
opportunities for hiking, biking, 
kayaking, camping and wildlife 
observation.

Nearby Clark Creek Natural Area, 
sometimes known as the “Little 
Grand Canyon,” adds another 
outdoor adventure, with waterfalls, 
trails and striking loess bluff 
terrain.
For those who prefer a slower 
pace, the area is equally rewarding 
from the road. A leisurely drive 
through the countryside can reveal 
historic properties, towering trees, 
quiet waterways and views that 

invite you to pull over and stay 
awhile.
Cat Island National Wildlife Refuge 
offers another opportunity to 
experience the region’s natural 
side. The refuge protects forested 
wetland habitat and is home 
to the Champion Bald Cypress, 
recognized as the largest bald 
cypress tree in North America.
Fall is an especially inviting time to 
experience it all.

DISCOVER LOUISIANA’S HILL COUNTRY
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S t .  F r a n c i s v i l l e  w a s 
established in 1807, and 
more than two centuries 
later, history remains one of 
its greatest attractions.

The community’s historic 
neighborhoods, churches, 
homes and landmarks tell 
the story of a place shaped 
by generations of Louisiana 
history.

On Royal Street, historic 
markers and preserved 
architecture provide an 
opportunity to explore the 
community on foot. The West 
Feliciana Historical Society 
Museum offers another 
window into the region’s 
past, including the story of 
St. Francisville and Bayou 
Sara, the once-thriving port 
community eventually lost 

to the Mississippi River.

At Rosedown Plantation 
State Historic Site, visitors 
can explore a Greek Revival 
mansion and remarkable 
h i s tor i c  g arde ns .  The 
gardens remain one of the 
area’s signature attractions, 
o f f e r i n g  a  b e a u t i f u l 
connection to the property’s 
19th-century past.

The Myrtles Plantation 
provides a  completely 
d i f f e r e n t  h i s t o r i c 
experience. Known for 
its architecture, history 
and long association with 
paranormal stories, it has 

become one of Louisiana’s 
most recognizable historic 
destinations.
At Audubon State Historic 
Site, visitors can explore 
O a k l e y  H o u s e ,  w h e r e 
renowned naturalist and 
artist John James Audubon 
once worked as a tutor.

History here does not feel 
locked behind glass.
It is part of the streets, 
gardens, architecture and 
landscape.

WHERE HISTORY IS 

STILL ALIVE
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St. Francisville’s gardens deserve their own reason 
for visiting.
Afton Villa Gardens preserves the remaining gardens 
of a historic estate whose villa was destroyed by fire 
in 1963. Today, the gardens provide a remarkable 
glimpse into the property’s past and another 
opportunity to experience the beauty of Louisiana’s 
Hill Country.

Rosedown offers another extraordinary garden 
experience, with historic landscapes that have 
become an important part of the area’s identity.

For travelers who love photography, architecture, 
gardening or simply beautiful places, St. Francisville 
provides scenery in almost every direction.

A historic gate beneath a canopy of live oaks.
A garden path disappearing around a bend.
An old home framed by Spanish moss.

A country road leading toward the next discovery.
These are the moments that make a destination 
memorable.

The Fall 2026 calendar gives travelers several 
opportunities to experience St. Francisville beyond 
its historic attractions.
The Witches Ride of St. Francisville is scheduled for 
October 22, 2026, bringing a spirited Halloween 
celebration to the community.

The Southern Garden Symposium and Yellow Leaf 
Arts Festival follow later in October, creating a 
weekend centered around gardens, creativity, art 
and the culture of the region.
October also brings the annual Angola Prison Rodeo 
& Craft Show, one of West Feliciana Parish’s most 
distinctive traditions and an attraction unlike the 
typical fall festival.

For visitors who enjoy art, gardening, history, music 
and local traditions, October offers an especially 
strong reason to plan a weekend in the parish.

GARDENS WORTH THE JOURNEY FALL BRINGS THE COMMUNITY TO LIFE
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St. Francisville is not only a place 
to see. It is a place to participate.
Local markets, artists, makers 
and independent businesses give 
visitors opportunities to meet the 
people behind the destination.

The St. Francisville Farmers Market 
is a local gathering place where 
visitors can discover locally grown 
produce, handmade goods, baked 
items and other products from 
area vendors.
Downtown, independently owned 
shops offer antiques, art, books, 

home décor, clothing, gifts and 
other distinctive finds. The official 
tourism site highlights numerous 
locally owned boutiques, galleries 
and specialty shops throughout 
the community.

For travelers who would rather take 
home something meaningful than 
something mass-produced, this is 
a destination worth exploring on 
foot.

Southern hospitality naturally 
extends to the table.
St. Francisville’s dining scene ranges 
from casual Southern favorites 
to more refined experiences, 
with local restaurants offering 
everything from Cajun and Creole 
flavors to barbecue, burgers, 
sandwiches, pizza, brunch and 
seasonal cuisine.

The destination’s official tourism 
listings include longtime local 
favor i tes  as  wel l  as  newer 
restaurants and gathering places, 
giving travelers plenty of choices 

for breakfast, lunch, dinner and an 
evening out.
Then comes November and one 
of the area’s signature culinary 
celebrations.

The St. Francisville Food & Wine 
Festival is scheduled for November 
13–15, 2026, bringing together 
food, wine, cocktails, spirits, craft 
beer and live entertainment for a 
weekend celebrating the flavors of 
the region.
For food lovers, it is a natural 
reason to turn a weekend getaway 
into a longer stay.

A COMMUNITY OF CREATORS

SAVOR WEST FELICIANA
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Then the season changes.
December brings a different kind 
of energy to St. Francisville.

The historic community becomes 
a particularly inviting place to 
experience the holidays, with local 
businesses, historic properties, 
shopping, food and community 
traditions creating an atmosphere 
that feels personal rather than 
commercial.
Christmas in the Country is one 
of the area’s signature holiday 
traditions and is recognized by 

the local tourism commission as a 
family-friendly event.
The celebration has become 
known for bringing together the 
community’s historic character 
and the spirit of Christmas, with 
holiday activities, local artists and 
makers, music, shopping and 
family experiences throughout St. 
Francisville.

For travelers looking for distinctive 
gifts, the area’s locally owned 
shops and artisans provide plenty 
of opportunities to find something 

with a genuine connection to 
Louisiana.
And for those who simply want to 
enjoy the season, historic streets 
and buildings provide a beautiful 
backdrop for a holiday getaway.
This is Christmas at a different 
pace.

Less rushing.
More wandering.
More time together.

One of the best ways to experience 
St. Francisville is to resist the 
temptation to do everything in 
one day.

Stay overnight.
Wake up slowly.
Have breakfast.
Explore a historic home.
Walk through a garden.
Take a scenic drive.
Stop for lunch.
Browse local shops.
Spend the afternoon outdoors.

Then sit down for dinner and let 
the evening unfold.
The destination offers a range of 
lodging options, including historic 
inns, bed-and-breakfast properties, 
cottages, plantations and other 
distinctive accommodations. 
The official  tourism l ist ings 
include properties such as the 
St. Francisville Inn, Greenwood 
Plantation, Hotel Toussaint, 
Lake Rosemound Inn and other 
accommodations throughout the 
parish.

For a destination built around 
history and hospitality, staying 
overnight is part of the experience.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF HOLIDAY DESTINATION

MAKE IT A GETAWAY

From the first cool days of fall through the holiday season and into the New Year, St. Francisville offers 
travelers a remarkable combination of experiences.

Come for the historic homes and gardens.
Stay for the food.
Explore the hills and trails.
Discover the local shops.
Plan around a festival.
Take the scenic route.
And leave room in the itinerary for something unexpected.

Because perhaps the greatest attraction in St. Francisville is not one particular house, garden, restaurant 
or event.
It is the feeling of being somewhere that still values taking its time.

A place where history remains visible.
Where nature is close.
Where locally owned businesses still matter.
Where a meal can become part of the memory.
And where Southern hospitality is not simply a marketing phrase, but part of the experience.
This fall and holiday season, take the road less hurried.

Discover St. Francisville.
Discover West Feliciana Parish.
Discover Louisiana’s Hill Country.

A SEASON WORTH EXPLORING

Visit St. Francisville & West Feliciana Parish
visitstfrancisvillela.com

PLAN YOUR VISIT
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WHERE THE HOLIDAYS 

COME TO LIFE

Magical Destinations, Joyful 

Events & Lasting Memories.

Across America, familiar streets take on a new character as the 
holiday season approaches. Fall festivals, harvest traditions, 

Halloween celebrations, Thanksgiving gatherings and Christmas 
lights bring communities together in ways that feel deeply 

connected to place. From historic downtowns and mountain towns 
to Southern streets and coastal communities, this section explores 

the traditions and destinations that make the holiday season 
worth traveling for.



WHERE HALLOWEEN 

COMES ALIVE
Haunted History, Autumn Traditions and Small Town Destinations Worth 

Discovering This October

Halloween feels different 
when the setting is real. 
A centuries old cemetery 

does not need artificial fog, and 
a Victorian hotel does not need 
a manufactured backstory. An 
old downtown filled with brick 
buildings, narrow streets, historic 
homes and glowing storefronts 
already has an atmosphere that 
no temporary attraction can 
completely recreate.

Across America, smaller towns and 
cities have turned October into 
something much more interesting 
than costumes, candy and haunted 
houses. In some communities, the 
season is connected to local folklore 
and legends that have survived for 
generations. In others, historic 
architecture, old cemeteries and 
ghost stories provide the setting. 
Some destinations celebrate with 
pumpkins, parades and community 
festivals, while others simply allow 
their history and surroundings to 
create the experience.

For travelers, these places offer 
something beyond a traditional 
Halloween attraction. They provide 
an opportunity to experience 

October as part of a destination, 
where autumn scenery, history, 
local traditions and a little mystery 
come together.

This fall, Explore USA Magazine 
leaves the giant theme parks and big 
city celebrations behind to search 
for Halloween along America’s 
historic streets, mountain roads, 
river communities and small town 
Main Streets. These are places 
where autumn sets the stage, 
history provides the story and 
October brings everything to life.

Where an American Legend Still 
Lives
Few American place names are as 
closely connected to Halloween 
as Sleepy Hollow. Washington 
Irving’s famous tale of Ichabod 
Crane and the Headless Horseman 
transformed this Hudson Valley 
community into part of American 
folklore, but unlike a temporary 
H a l l o w e e n  a t t r a c t i o n ,  t h e 
connection here lasts throughout 
the year.

The Old Dutch Church dates to 
the seventeenth century, and the 
adjacent burial ground helped 
inspire Irving’s famous story. 
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery contains 
Irving’s grave along with elaborate 

monuments and generations of 
local history. These are not movie 
sets created for October. They are 
authentic pieces of the landscape 
that helped shape one of America’s 
most enduring literary legends.

When October arrives, the Hudson 
Valley begins changing color 
and cooler evenings settle over 
the region. Pumpkins appear 
on porches, historic properties 
embrace the season and the 
legend of the Headless Horseman 
once again becomes part of the 
community’s identity. Seasonal 
events throughout Sleepy Hollow 
and neighboring Tarrytown 
traditionally include cemetery 
tours, historic programming, 
performances and celebrations 
inspired by Irving’s legendary 
story.
There is also something powerful 
about simply walking through the 
community during autumn. The 
river, old church, cemetery and 
surrounding landscape provide a 
tangible connection to the story 
generations of Americans have 
grown up hearing. For travelers 
interested in the intersection of 
literature, history and Halloween, 
Sleepy Hollow remains one of the 
country’s most compelling October 
destinations.

SLEEPY HOLLOW, NEW 

YORK

A Town That Made Halloween Its 
Tradition
Long before Halloween became a 
massive commercial season, the 
people of Anoka, Minnesota were 
already turning it into a community 
celebration. The city’s organized 
Halloween traditions stretch back 
more than a century, beginning 
as an effort to provide organized 
activities for local children and 
eventually becoming an important 
part of the community’s identity.

Today, Anoka proudly promotes 
itself as the Halloween Capital of 
the World. October traditionally 
b r i n g s  p a r a d e s ,  c o n t e s t s , 
community activities, seasonal 
d i s p l a y s  a n d  c e l e b r a t i o n s 
throughout the month. What 
makes Anoka interesting is not 
simply the number of events, but 
the history behind them.

Halloween here was not recently 
created as a tourism campaign. 
Generations of local families have 
participated in the celebration. 
Children who once watched the 
parades eventually returned 

with children of their own, while 
businesses, schools and local 
organizations became part of 
traditions that developed over 
decades.

For travelers searching for 
a Halloween destination with 
genuine hometown roots, Anoka 
offers something increasingly 
difficult to manufacture. This 
is Halloween in the Midwest, 
complete with crisp autumn 
weather, changing leaves and a 
community that has made October 
part of its identity.

ANOKA, MINNESOTA
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Halloween in the Ozarks
There may be few settings better 
suited for an October escape than 
a Victorian town tucked into the 
Ozark Mountains, and Eureka 
Springs provides exactly that. The 
Arkansas community climbs across 
steep hills and winding streets, 
with historic hotels, Victorian 
homes, stone buildings, stairways 
and narrow roads creating a town 
that feels unlike almost anywhere 
else in the region.

The architecture alone makes 
Eureka Springs an intriguing 
Halloween destination, but then 
there are the stories. The historic 
Crescent Hotel has developed a 
reputation for ghost stories and 

paranormal lore. Ghost tours 
explore the building’s history, 
while tales associated with other 

historic properties contribute to 
the town’s mysterious character.
Eureka Springs does not need 
to rely entirely on ghosts to 
make October worth visiting. Fall 

colors begin spreading across the 
surrounding Ozark Mountains, 
cooler  temperatures  make 
downtown easier to explore on 
foot, and local shops, restaurants 
and lodging properties embrace 
the season.

Travelers can spend an afternoon 
enjoying mountain scenery and 
exploring downtown before 
experiencing the darker side of 
Eureka Springs history after sunset. 
The combination of Victorian 
architecture, Ozark scenery, 
historic hotels and local folklore 
gives the community a Halloween 
atmosphere that feels remarkably 
natural.

EUREKA SPRINGS, ARKANSAS

Ghost Stories in an Old Mining 
Town
Halloween in the desert looks 
different. There may be no New 
England forest or Midwestern 
cornfield, but old mining towns 
provide an atmosphere entirely 
their own, and Bisbee, Arizona is 
one of the best examples.

Located in the Mule Mountains 
of southeastern Arizona, Bisbee 
grew during one of the great 
mining eras of the American West. 
The town’s steep streets, historic 
buildings, staircases, old hotels 
and mining history now create 
one of Arizona’s most distinctive 
smaller destinations.

Historic hotels, former saloons and 
old buildings have accumulated 
generations of ghost stories 
and local legends. Walking tours 
explore both the community’s 
documented history and the tales 
that followed it, giving visitors an 
opportunity to learn about Bisbee’s 
past while enjoying the mysterious 
reputation it has developed.

At night, lights glow from buildings 
scattered across the hillsides while 
narrow streets climb through 
historic neighborhoods and old 
architecture stands against the 
desert sky. October also provides 
travelers with an opportunity to 
explore southern Arizona after the 

intense heat of summer begins to 
fade. History, scenery, architecture 
and folklore come together 
naturally here, making Bisbee a 
strong alternative for travelers 
who want a Halloween destination 
far removed from the traditional 
New England experience.

BISBEE, ARIZONA
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Where the Wild West Meets the 
Supernatural
Deadwood has never needed 
fictional characters to make its 
history interesting. Its real story 
already includes gold seekers, 
gamblers,  outlaws, saloons, 
gunfighters and some of the 
most recognizable names of the 
American West. Wild Bill Hickok 
was killed here, Calamity Jane 
became forever associated with 
the community, and both are 
buried at Mount Moriah Cemetery 
overlooking town.

Today, historic buildings still line 
Main Street beneath the Black 

Hills of South Dakota. During 
October, that history takes on 
another personality as Halloween 
events, costume celebrations and 
paranormal stories fit naturally into 
a community where nineteenth 
century history remains visible 
almost everywhere.
Visitors can tour historic sites 
during the day, explore Mount 
Moriah Cemetery, walk Main 
Street and learn about the people 
who helped create Deadwood’s 
reputation. After sunset, the 
old hotels, saloons and historic 
buildings take on a different 
appearance, while stories of 
unexplained encounters and local 
legends become another part of 
the experience.

Whether visitors believe in ghosts is 
almost beside the point. Deadwood 
has enough documented history, 
dramatic characters and authentic 
Western atmosphere to make 
an October evening interesting 
without manufacturing a story.

A Ghost Town Above the Desert
High on Cleopatra Hill overlooking 
Arizona’s Verde Valley sits one 
of America’s most unusual small 
towns. Jerome was once a booming 
copper mining community, but 
when the mines declined, so 
did the population. Buildings 
were abandoned, businesses 
disappeared and for a time Jerome 
seemed destined to become 
another forgotten Western ghost 
town.
I n s t e a d ,  t h e  c o m m u n i t y 
survived. Artists, entrepreneurs, 
preservationists and new residents 
gradually gave the town another 
life. Today, visitors find galleries, 
restaurants, historic hotels and 
shops occupying buildings that 
date to Jerome’s mining era.
The ghost town reputation, 
however ,  never  completely 
disappeared. Stories of hauntings 
have become part of Jerome’s 
modern identity, while historic 
hotels and former mining era 
buildings feature prominently in 
local ghost tales. Walking tours 
explore both the documented 
history and legends surrounding 
the community.
The town itself provides much of 
the atmosphere. Buildings cling to 
a steep mountainside, streets twist 
through the historic district and 
expansive views stretch across the 
Verde Valley. Jerome demonstrates 
that a Halloween destination does 
not need pumpkins on every 
corner. An old mining town, a dark 
hillside and more than a century 
of history can provide plenty of 
atmosphere on their own.

DEADWOOD, SOUTH DAKOTA

JEROME, ARIZONA

A Small Town With a Big Halloween 
Connection
Some Halloween destinations 
are rooted in centuries of history, 
while others found part of their 
identity through popular culture. 
St. Helens, Oregon has a little of 
both.

The Columbia River community 
became closely associated with 
Halloween after serving as a 
filming location for the 1998 Disney 
Channel movie Halloweentown. 
Rather  than  a l lowing  that 
connection to disappear after 
filming ended, the community 
embraced it and developed the 

Spirit of Halloweentown seasonal 
celebration.

Visitors come for decorations, 
c o s t u m e s ,  e n t e r t a i n m e n t , 
vendors, photo opportunities 

and the chance to experience 
a community connected to a 
movie that became a Halloween 
favorite for an entire generation. 
The historic riverfront, smaller 
downtown and surrounding Pacific 
Northwest landscape provide a 
fitting backdrop.

For families and travelers who 
prefer Halloween fun over genuine 
scares, St. Helens provides a 
different kind of October getaway. 
Its appeal combines nostalgia with 
small town atmosphere, showing 
how one community turned a 
moment in movie history into a 
lasting seasonal tradition.

Autumn Along the Delaware River
Pennsy lvania  is  f i l led  wi th 
communities that seem designed 
for fall, and New Hope is one of 
them. Sitting along the Delaware 
River across from Lambertville, 
New Jersey, the town combines 
historic buildings, restaurants, 
independent shops, galleries and 
surrounding countryside.

October adds another layer as 
changing leaves spread across the 
region and cooler temperatures 
settle along the river. Halloween 
decorations appear throughout 
town, while the area’s long history 
provides plenty of material for 
ghost stories and nighttime tours.
New Hope is particularly appealing 
because Halloween does not 

have to dominate the entire trip. 
Travelers can spend the day 
exploring shops and galleries, 
cross the bridge into Lambertville, 
drive through the surrounding 
countryside or simply enjoy the 
Delaware River. After dark, historic 
inns, old buildings and stories 
connected to the area’s past create 

a different atmosphere.
This is a quieter style of Halloween 
travel where the destination itself 
provides much of the experience. 
Travelers do not need roller 
coasters or massive haunted 
attractions when history, fall color, 
river scenery and an old downtown 
are already waiting.

ST. HELENS, OREGON

NEW HOPE, PENNSYLVANIA
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Where History and Halloween 
Meet
Salem is certainly not undiscovered, 
and by October it becomes one 
of America’s busiest Halloween 
d e s t i n a t i o n s .  E v e n  s o ,  n o 
exploration of Halloween travel in 
smaller American cities would be 
complete without acknowledging 
the place Salem holds in American 
history and modern Halloween 
culture.

The city’s connection to the 
1692 witch trials gives Salem 
a histor ica l  foundat ion far 

more serious than the modern 
celebrations surrounding it. The 
people accused during the witch 
trials were real individuals caught 
in a tragic episode of colonial 
history, and visitors should make 
time to understand that history 
rather than treating it simply as 
Halloween entertainment.

Modern Salem has also embraced 
its place in American popular 
culture. Haunted Happenings 
traditionally fills October with 
parades, vendors, costumes, 
performances, attractions and 

special events. Museums and 
historic sites provide opportunities 
to learn about colonial Salem, 
maritime history and the witch 
trials, while businesses throughout 
the city embrace the modern 
Halloween season.

The combination creates two 
very different experiences in 
one destination. Salem can be 
theatrical and entertaining, but 
it can also be educational and 
reflective. Understanding both 
sides gives visitors a much more 
meaningful experience.

Pumpkins Beneath the New 
England Mountains
Not every Halloween destination 
needs ghosts. Sometimes glowing 
pumpkins and brilliant fall color 
can create enough atmosphere on 
their own.

New Hampshire’s Lakes Region 
provides an ideal setting for 
an autumn celebration, with 
m o u n t a i n s ,  l a k e s ,  s m a l l e r 
communit ies  and changing 
leaves surrounding Laconia. 
Seasonal pumpkin celebrations 
have brought carved pumpkins, 
family activities and autumn 
entertainment into the city and 
surrounding region.
The exper ience  ce lebrates 
a different side of Halloween, 
placing the emphasis on fall 
rather than fear. Families can 

combine seasonal festivities with 
scenic drives, mountain views and 
exploration of New Hampshire’s 
Lakes Region.

For travelers already planning a 
New England foliage trip, Laconia 

provides a natural way to extend 
the journey into the Halloween 
season. A day spent driving scenic 
roads and exploring the region 
can finish with glowing pumpkins 
and a community celebration after 
sunset.

SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS

LACONIA, NEW HAMPSHIRE

When Real History Is Haunting 
Enough
Gettysburg is known first and 
foremost for one of the most 
consequential battles in American 
history, and that history deserves 
respect. Tens of thousands of 
soldiers were killed, wounded, 
captured or reported missing 
during the three day Battle of 
Gettysburg in July 1863. The 
battlefield and surrounding 
community remain places of 
remembrance.

Gettysburg has also become one of 
America’s best known destinations 
for ghost stories and paranormal 
tourism. Historic inns, old homes, 
taverns and buildings throughout 
town have generated countless 
stories of unexplained encounters, 
while ghost tours have become 
part of the visitor experience, 
particularly during the fall.

What separates Gettysburg from a 
manufactured haunted attraction 
is the weight of its actual history. 
Visitors can spend the day touring 
the battlefield, visiting museums 
and learning about the people 
who experienced the Civil War 
firsthand. After dark, walking 
through the historic streets offers 
an entirely different perspective on 
the community.

Halloween provides another 
reason to visit, but Gettysburg 
should never be reduced to a 
Halloween attraction. Its history 
is far too important. The ghost 

stories are simply another layer 
to a destination where the past 
already feels remarkably close.

GETTYSBURG, PENNSYLVANIA
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Halloween travel does not have 
to mean standing in line for a 
haunted house. Across America, 
October can mean following an 
old road into the mountains, 
walk ing through a  h istor ic 
cemetery beneath changing leaves, 
discovering a former mining town 
after sunset or listening to stories 
that have been told in the same 
community for generations.

Sleepy Hollow gave American 
literature the Headless Horseman, 
while Anoka turned Halloween 
into a community tradition more 
than a century ago. Eureka Springs 
combines Victorian architecture 
with Ozark Mountain legends, and 
Bisbee and Jerome bring October 
into the mining towns of the 
American West. Deadwood adds 
Wild West history beneath the 
Black Hills, St. Helens combines 
movie nostalgia with a Pacific 
Northwest setting, and New Hope 
blends Delaware River scenery 
with Pennsylvania history. Salem 
remains one of the country’s most 
recognizable October destinations, 
while Laconia celebrates the 
lighter side of the season through 
pumpkins and New England 

fall color. Gettysburg reminds 
travelers that real history can carry 
more power than anything fiction 
could create.

Together, these destinations 
reveal just how many versions of 
Halloween exist across America. 
The season can be eerie and 
historic ,  but i t  can also be 
beautiful, strange, playful and 
deeply connected to the character 
of a place. A Halloween journey 
might include a parade down Main 
Street, an evening walking tour, a 
pumpkin glowing after sunset, a 
historic hotel or a story told inside 
a building that has stood for more 
than a century.

The best Halloween destinations 
do not always need to frighten 
us. Sometimes their greatest 
appeal is the curiosity they create. 
They encourage travelers to 
leave the interstate, explore an 
old downtown, walk through a 
historic neighborhood and stay 
long enough to see how a place 
changes after sunset.

This October, consider leaving the 
biggest attractions behind for at 

least one weekend and exploring 
one of America’s smaller historic 
communities. Take the scenic road, 
enjoy the fall landscape, learn the 
history and listen to the stories 
that have survived there. Across 
America’s smaller towns and cities, 
October has a way of revealing 
another side of a destination, and 
sometimes the most memorable 
Halloween stories begin when the 
road gets quieter, the streets get 
darker and the past suddenly feels 
a little closer.

WHEN OCTOBER TAKES THE BACK ROADS
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Beginning With the History
There may be no American 
d e s t i n a t i o n  m o r e  c l o s e l y 
associated with Thanksgiving than 
Plymouth. Its history, however, is 
more complicated and meaningful 
than the simplified version many 
Americans first encountered in 
school.

The arrival of the Mayflower 
in 1620, the establishment of 
Plymouth Colony, the experiences 
of the Indigenous Wampanoag 
people and the harvest gathering 
traditionally associated with 1621 
are all pieces of a much larger 
story. That makes Plymouth a 
destination worth experiencing 
thoughtfully.

Visitors can explore museums, 
historic sites, the waterfront 
and places connected to both 
colonial and Indigenous history. 
By late November, the atmosphere 
has changed dramatically from 
summer. The harbor feels colder, 
the streets grow quieter and 
the New England air carries the 
unmistakable feeling that winter 
is approaching.

There is value in that quieter 
atmosphere. Thanksgiving in 
Plymouth provides an opportunity 
not simply to recognize a national 
holiday, but to better understand 
the people, circumstances and 
histories that eventually became 
connected to i t .  Travel  can 

complicate stories we thought we 
knew, introduce voices that may 
have been missing and remind 
us that history becomes more 
meaningful when we take the 
time to understand its many 
perspectives.

After the Leaves Have Fallen
By Thanksgiving, Vermont has 
largely surrendered the brilliant 
fall colors that draw visitors 
throughout September and 
October. Many trees are bare, the 
mountains have changed and the 
landscape seems to be waiting for 
winter.

That transition is exactly what 
makes late November interesting.
The crowds chasing peak foliage 
have largely disappeared, but 
farm stores, country inns, covered 
bridges, old barns and small towns 
remain. Around Manchester and 
the surrounding countryside, 
travelers can experience Vermont 

during a season 
that receives far 
less  attent ion 
than October.

Food remains 
closely connected 
to the landscape. 
M a p l e  s y r u p , 
local  cheeses, 
apples ,  baked 
goods, cider and products from 
regional farms make it easy to 
understand why Thanksgiving and 
agricultural communities have 
always belonged together.

A Thanksgiving journey through 
Vermont does not require a 

major festival or packed itinerary. 
Travelers can stop at a farm store, 
explore the village, visit a local 
bakery, follow a country road past 
old barns and spend the evening 
somewhere warm. Thanksgiving 
is one of the rare holidays when 
doing less can become part of the 
experience.

PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS

MANCHESTER, VERMONT
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THE ROADS THAT BRING 

US HOME
A Thanksgiving Journey Through Small Towns, Harvest Country and American 

Traditions That Still Bring People Together

Thanksgiving does not announce itself with 
twinkling lights, elaborate costumes or a 
midnight countdown. It arrives more quietly, 

in the smell of wood smoke on a cold morning, 
pumpkins left on front porches after Halloween 
has passed, fields cut down after the harvest and 
roadside stands selling the final apples of autumn. 
It arrives when families begin checking the weather 
for the drive home and when an extra chair is pulled 
toward the table.

Across America, Thanksgiving looks different 
depending on where the road takes you. There 
are New England communities where the history 
surrounding the holiday reaches back centuries, 
Southern towns where recipes have traveled through 
generations, mountain communities preparing for 

winter, Pennsylvania farms finishing the harvest and 
coastal destinations settling into the quiet season 
after summer crowds have disappeared.
This is not a journey in search of America’s biggest 
Thanksgiving celebration. It is a journey in search 
of the places, landscapes, foods and traditions that 
remind us why people continue to gather around the 
table every November.

For Explore USA Magazine, we follow Thanksgiving 
through small towns, farm country, mountain valleys 
and historic communities where late November 
remains connected to the land, the harvest and the 
simple act of spending time together.



Where the Harvest Still Shapes 
the Landscape
Drive into Lancaster County 
and the landscape begins to 
change. Fields stretch between 
farmhouses and barns, silos rise 
above the countryside, small 
communities appear between 
acres of agricultural land and 
horse drawn buggies share certain 
roads with modern vehicles.

This is one of America’s most 
recognizable farming regions, 
home to Amish and Mennonite 
communities whose presence 
has helped shape the identity of 
Lancaster County. Thanksgiving 
feels particularly appropriate here 
because agriculture is not scenery 
created for visitors. It remains part 
of everyday life.
By late November, much of the 

harvest has been completed. 
The growing season has slowed, 
farm markets carry the flavors 
of autumn and local bakeries fill 
their cases with pies, breads and 
traditional Pennsylvania Dutch 
foods.
Travelers can explore communities 
such as Lititz, Strasburg and Bird 
in Hand while experiencing a 
landscape where the connection 
between food and farming remains 
visible. That connection matters at 
Thanksgiving because most of 
us encounter the holiday at the 
finished table without thinking 
much about what happened 
before dinner arrived there.

Someone planted the crops, 
tended the fields, harvested 
the food, baked the bread and 
prepared the meal. Farm country 
encourages visitors to remember 
the long journey between the land 
and the Thanksgiving table.

LANCASTER COUNTY, PENNSYLVANIA

Late Autumn in the Shenandoah 
Valley
Continue south and the mountains 
begin closing around the road. 
Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley is 
beautiful throughout the year, but 
late November gives the region a 
particular character. The busiest 
weeks of fall foliage have passed, 
the air is colder, mountain ridges 
become more visible through bare 
trees and farms stretch across the 
valley floor.
In the middle of this landscape 
sits Staunton, where historic 

architecture,  local ly  owned 
shops, restaurants and a walkable 
downtown are surrounded by 
the Blue Ridge and Allegheny 
mountains.

This is the kind of destination 
where Thanksgiving can become a 
weekend rather than a single meal. 
Visitors can spend the morning 
walking downtown, explore the 
countryside in the afternoon, 
enjoy a local restaurant and watch 
darkness arrive early over the 
mountains.

There is no need to manufacture an 
elaborate Thanksgiving attraction 
here. The season and landscape 
provide enough. Virginia history, 
mountain scenery, agricultural 
land and a historic downtown give 
Staunton a natural connection to 
late autumn and create a setting 
where travelers can slow down 
before the Christmas season 
begins.

Thanksgiving in the Blue Ridge
T h a n k s g i v i n g  o c c u p i e s  a n 
interesting place in the mountains 
because autumn is ending just as 
winter and the Christmas season 
begin to appear. For a few days, 
both seasons seem to exist at 
once.
Blowing Rock sits high in North 
Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains, 
where Thanksgiving weekend 
often feels like the doorway 
into winter. The community 
is small enough to explore 
on foot yet surrounded by 
enough mountain scenery 
to make a weekend feel like a true 
escape.
Shops and restaurants l ine 

downtown, while cabins, inns 
and mountain lodging spread 
throughout the surrounding 
area. Cold weather encourages 
travelers to slow down, and there 
is something fitting about 
spending 

Thanksgiving somewhere that 
makes everyone appreciate the 

warmth indoors.
For families who have outgrown 
the idea that every Thanksgiving 
must happen at the same house, 
a mountain destination can offer 
the beginning of a new tradition. 
A rented cabin can become the 

gathering place, family recipes 
can travel with everyone 
and the holiday can include 
scenic drives, morning 
walks and long evenings 
together.

Traditions do not always have 
to be inherited. Sometimes the 
traditions people remember most 
are the ones a family decides to 
create for itself.

STAUNTON, VIRGINIA

BLOWING ROCK, NORTH CAROLINA

Made by Hand
There is another version of 
Thanksgiving waiting in central 
Kentucky.
Berea is known for Appalachian 
arts, craftsmanship and a cultural 
identity connected deeply to the 
surrounding region. Rather than 
approaching Thanksgiving through 
spectacle, Berea invites travelers 

to consider the value of things 
made by hand, including pottery, 
woodwork, textiles, food, music 
and traditional crafts.
There is a connection between 
craftsmanship and Thanksgiving 
that is easy to overlook. Both 
encourage us to value things that 
take time. A handmade bowl takes 
time to create, just as a quilt, family 

recipe and Thanksgiving meal 
require patience and care.
Travelers can spend time exploring 
Berea’s  shops and studios, 
meeting artists and seeing work 
created locally before venturing 
into the surrounding Kentucky 
countryside. The experience can 
also encourage visitors to think 
about the objects that appear 
on their own Thanksgiving tables 
each year, from an old serving dish 
passed through the family to a 
handwritten recipe card or dining 
table that has survived several 
homes.

The things families keep often 
become part of the holiday story 
too.

BEREA, KENTUCKY
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Gratitude in the Great Smoky 
Mountains
J u s t  o u t s i d e  G r e a t  S m o k y 
Mountains National Park sits 
Townsend, Tennessee. Compared 
with some of the region’s busier 
tourism centers, Townsend offers 
a quieter relationship with the 
Smokies, making it especially 
appealing around Thanksgiving.

November in the mountains is 
stripped down. Leaves have fallen 

from many trees, opening views 
hidden during summer. Mountain 
streams run cold, morning fog 
settles into the valleys and the 
enormous summer crowds have 
diminished.

A Thanksgiving trip here can be 
remarkably simple. Visitors can 
begin the morning with coffee, 
drive into the national park, walk 
beside a mountain stream and 
return later for dinner. There is 

something appropriate about 
spending a holiday centered on 
gratitude within one of America’s 
most beautiful natural landscapes.
The  Smok ies  do  not  need 
T h a n k s g i v i n g  d e c o r a t i o n s . 
Mounta ins ,  forests ,  water , 
wildlife and quiet provide their 
own reminder of abundance. 
Sometimes gratitude becomes 
easier when there is enough 
stillness to notice what surrounds 
us.

A Southern Thanksgiving Table
Farther south, Thanksgiving looks 
different again. There may be no 
snow in the forecast, the afternoon 
might still be warm and the porch 
may remain comfortable well 
into November, but the traditions 
surrounding the table are every bit 
as strong.

Thomasville offers an appealing 
setting for a Southern Thanksgiving 
journey. Its historic downtown, 
brick streets,  locally owned 
businesses and surrounding South 
Georgia countryside create a 
destination that feels polished 
while maintaining its smaller city 
character.

Food is central to the experience. 
Southern Thanksgiving tables can 
carry generations of family history 
through cornbread dressing, sweet 
potatoes, greens, pecan pie and 
recipes that may never have been 

formally written down because 
someone in the family simply 
knows how to make them.

That is one of the beautiful things 
about Thanksgiving food. Recipes 
become memories, and a particular 
dish can remind someone of a 
person who is no longer sitting 
at the table. One bite can take an 

adult back to childhood.
In communities throughout the 
South, those food traditions remain 
an essential part of Thanksgiving. 
Thomasville gives travelers an 
opportunity to experience that 
Southern sense of place while 
enjoying a downtown made for 
walking, shopping and lingering 
over a meal.

TOWNSEND, TENNESSEE

THOMASVILLE, GEORGIA
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Thanksgiving in the Lowcountry
Not every Thanksgiving journey 
needs mountains. Some roads 
should end at the coast.
Beaufort sits among waterways, 
marshes and islands in the South 
Carolina Lowcountry. Historic 
homes stand beneath live oaks, 
Spanish moss moves in the breeze 
and boats cross the surrounding 
waterways. The pace feels slower 
almost immediately.

By late November, the heavy heat 
of summer has passed, making 
Thanksgiving an appealing time to 
explore the Lowcountry. Visitors 
can walk the historic district, 

spend time near the waterfront, 
drive toward surrounding islands 
and watch the marsh change as 
evening approaches.

The Lowcountry also has one 
of America’s most distinctive 
regional food cultures, shaped by 
geography, agriculture, seafood 
and generations of cultural 
influence. Rice, oysters, seafood, 
vegetables and Southern cooking 
traditions all contribute to the 
region’s identity.
Thanksgiving here provides 
another reminder that there has 
never been one American holiday 
table. What Americans eat has 

always depended partly on where 
they live, what grows nearby, what 
their families carried with them 
and what previous generations 
taught them to prepare. Regional 
food is a form of history that 
can be tasted, and few holidays 
demonstrate that better than 
Thanksgiving.

Where Autumn Meets Winter
By the time Thanksgiving reaches 
Colorado’s mountains, autumn 
is nearly finished and winter has 
begun announcing itself. Snow 
may cover surrounding peaks, 
cold settles into the valleys and ski 
season approaches.

In Durango, Thanksgiving sits 
directly at the intersection of 
the seasons. Historic downtown 
provides restaurants, shops and 

lodging, while the surrounding San 
Juan Mountains create a dramatic 
backdrop.

This is Thanksgiving for travelers 
who want to wake up somewhere 
completely different. A morning 
might begin with mountain views 
and cold air, while the afternoon 
could include a walk downtown 
or scenic drive before dinner 
becomes the warm center of the 
day.

Mountain destinations have a 
way of changing the scale of 
things. Everyday concerns can 
feel  smal ler ,  conversat ions 
become more important and the 
landscape demands attention. 
Thanksgiving fits comfortably 
into that environment because 
the holiday has never required 
elaborate entertainment. What it 
requires most is time, and Durango 
provides plenty of reasons to 
spend that time together.

Thanksgiving is often described as 
a holiday about food, but food is 
only the beginning. The table tells 
stories about where families came 
from, where they live and which 
traditions previous generations 
decided were worth preserving.
One family serves cornbread 
dressing while another calls it 
stuffing. There might be macaroni 
and cheese on one table and 
noodles on another, oysters in one 
region and tamales somewhere 
else. Collard greens, cranberry 
sauce, wild rice, sweet potatoes, 
lefse, pecan pie, pumpkin pie and 
countless family dishes all have a 
place somewhere in the American 
Thanksgiving story.

There has never been a single 
American Thanksgiving table. 
America’s food traditions have 
been shaped by Indigenous 
peoples, immigrants, enslaved 
p e o p l e ,  f a r m e r s ,  r e g i o n a l 

agriculture, geography, religion, 
economics and generations of 
families adapting recipes to the 
ingredients and circumstances 
around them.

Travel makes those differences 
easier to see. A journey from 

Massachusetts to Georgia changes 
the landscape and the food. 
Pennsylvania farm country reveals 
the connection between agriculture 
and the meal, while Appalachia 
brings craft, preservation and 

family traditions into the story. 
The Lowcountry changes the 
menu again, and a Thanksgiving 
beneath the Colorado mountains 
looks completely different from 
one beside a New England harbor.
The traditions vary, but the 
purpose of the table remains 

remarkably familiar. Thanksgiving 
gives people a reason to gather, 
share food, remember those who 
came before them and make room 
for whoever arrives next.

Between the Harvest and Winter
Thanksgiving in the Midwest 
carries its own rhythm. Harvest 
season has ended, winter is close, 
fields outside town have turned 
brown and gold, and cold air 
settles across the landscape.
Galena provides an ideal setting 

for that moment between seasons. 
Its nineteenth century buildings 
climb along hills overlooking the 
Galena River, creating a historic 
downtown filled with locally owned 
shops, restaurants and preserved 
architecture.
Late November feels different 

here than summer. Cold weather 
encourages visitors to move 
slowly between shops, restaurants 
become places to linger and 
historic inns feel especially inviting. 
Beyond town, the surrounding 
countryside reflects the end of 
another agricultural year.

This is the Thanksgiving landscape 
many Americans know instinctively. 
Harvested fields, bare trees, gray 
skies, warm kitchens, long drives 
and family members arriving 
through the front door carrying 
food are all part of the season.

Galena does not need to turn 
Thanksgiving into a spectacle. 
It simply provides a beautiful 
Midwestern setting in which to 
experience it.

BEAUFORT, SOUTH CAROLINA DURANGO, COLORADO

THE AMERICAN THANKSGIVING TABLE

GALENA, ILLINOIS
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Perhaps that is what makes 
Thanksgiving different from every 
other American holiday. Christmas 
encourages anticipation, New 
Year’s turns attention toward 
the future and Halloween gives 
imagination permission to take 
over. Thanksgiving asks people to 
pay attention to what is already 
in front of them, including family, 
food, stories, home, landscape 
and another year that is rapidly 
approaching its end.

Travel can make those things easier 
to notice. A traveler might leave 
the interstate to drive through 
Lancaster County, watch morning 
fog settle into the Smokies, walk 
beside the water in Beaufort, 
experience the November cold 
in Galena or look across the 
mountains outside Durango. 
Someone else might spend a 
quiet evening inside a Vermont 
inn or visit Plymouth with a deeper 
understanding of the Indigenous 

and colonial histories connected 
to the holiday.
The most memorable Thanksgiving 
moments are rarely the largest 
o r  m o s t  e l a b o r a t e .  T h e y 
happen when someone arrives 
unexpectedly, when a family 
recipe turns out exactly right, 
when a familiar story gets told 
again or when several generations 
find themselves sitting around 
the same table. They happen 
in kitchens filled with dishes, 
houses filled with conversation, 
mountain cabins, small town 
restaurants, farmhouses and 
homes throughout the country.

Those moments occur in famous 
destinations and in thousands of 
American communities that will 
never appear on a list of places 
travelers are supposed to visit. 
That may be one of the most 
important things Thanksgiving 
can teach us. The holiday is not 
primarily something we travel to 

see. It is something people travel 
to share.

Wherever the road leads this 
November, there is value in 
allowing the journey to move a 
little more slowly. Take the scenic 
route when time allows, stop 
at a farm stand, try a regional 
dish, learn something about the 
community and leave enough 
room at the table for another 
person. Sometimes the most 
meaningful destination in America 
is not an attraction at all. It is 
simply the place where the people 
who matter are waiting for you to 
arrive.

BEAUFORT, SOUTH CAROLINA
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WHEN MAIN STREET 

STARTS TO GLOW
Across America, small towns and beloved destinations transform the holiday season 

into traditions worth traveling for.

There is a moment every year 
when a town changes.

It may begin with a few wreaths 
appearing on storefronts. Then 
a string of lights crosses the 
street. A Christmas tree arrives 
in the center of town. Someone 
hangs  decorat ions  f rom a 
historic lamppost, and suddenly 
the familiar streetscape looks 
different. The buildings have not 
changed, but the atmosphere has.
That transformation is one of the 
reasons holiday travel remains so 
appealing in America. The season 

is not confined to one weekend 
or one celebration. It develops 
gradually, beginning with the first 
hints of autumn and continuing 
through Halloween, Thanksgiving, 
Christmas and the arrival of a new 
year.

In September, the change is 
subtle. Across the northern states 
and mountain regions, cooler 
evenings arrive and the first color 
begins appearing in the trees. 
Communities that spent the 
summer hosting outdoor events 
turn their attention toward fall 

festivals, harvest celebrations 
and football weekends. In places 
such as New England and the 
Appalachian Mountains, the 
changing landscape becomes part 
of the attraction itself.

October brings a different energy.
Halloween has become one of 
the country’s most recognizable 
s e a s o n a l  t r a d i t i o n s ,  b u t 
communit ies interpret i t  in 
remarkably different ways. Historic 
cities such as Salem, Massachusetts 
embrace the holiday with events 
that draw from centuries of local 
history and folklore. Elsewhere, 
small towns create their own 
traditions with pumpkin festivals, 
haunted attractions, costume 
events, downtown celebrations 
and family activities.
The appeal is often strongest 
in places where the event feels 
connected to the community 
rather than simply staged for 
visitors.

That same sense of place becomes 
important again as November 
approaches.
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Thanksgiving occupies an unusual 
position on the American calendar. 
It is both a major travel period 
and a moment when many people 
stop traveling altogether to gather 
around a table. Airports become 
crowded, highways fill with families 
heading home and historic towns 
prepare for the beginning of the 
holiday season.

In many communities, Thanksgiving 
weekend marks the unofficial 
beginning of Christmas.

The change can happen almost 
overnight .  Fal l  decorat ions 

disappear from storefronts and are 
replaced by evergreen branches, 
ribbons and lights. Historic homes 
open for holiday tours. Town 
squares become gathering places. 
Local businesses extend their 
hours. Restaurants begin offering 
seasonal menus, and communities 
prepare for parades, markets and 
tree-lighting ceremonies.

St. Charles, Missouri, Williamsburg, 
Virginia and countless other 
historic communities demonstrate 
how effectively the American past 
can become part of the holiday 
experience. Historic streets 

and buildings provide a natural 
backdrop for traditions that might 
otherwise feel impossible to 
separate from a particular place.

In the mountains, the experience 
takes another form.

Communities across Colorado, 
Utah, the Appalachians and the 
Blue Ridge embrace the arrival of 
winter with their own combination 
of  l ights,  markets,  outdoor 
recreation and holiday events. A 
town surrounded by mountains 

does not need elaborate scenery 
created for the season. The 
landscape provides it naturally.
Some of the most memorable 
holiday journeys, however, happen 
on the way to the destination.

Scenic railroads across the country 
have turned holiday train rides into 
traditions for families and couples. 

The appeal is straightforward. 
Instead of driving through the 
season, travelers can sit beside a 
window and watch the landscape 
pass by while the train itself 
becomes part of the celebration.

It is a different way of seeing 
America, and one that fits the 
season particularly well.

The Season Turns

100 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🎄 FALL 2026 SPECIAL HOLIDAY EDITION 🎄 101



By December, the country seems to 
have developed its own collection 
of holiday personalities.
In the South, Christmas may 
arrive beneath live oaks and palm 
trees rather than snow-covered 
rooftops. Savannah can pair 
historic architecture with lights 

and seasonal decorations. New 
Orleans brings its own distinctive 
combination of food, music, 
architecture and holiday tradition. 
In smaller Southern towns, 
courthouse squares and historic 
downtowns become gathering 
places for parades, concerts and 
community celebrations.

In mountain communities, the 
season feels more traditional, 
with colder temperatures and 
the possibility of snow adding 
another dimension. In coastal 
communities, the holidays may 
be celebrated beside the water. 
In desert destinations, lights and 
decorations take on an entirely 
different appearance against the 

landscape.
There is no single American 
Christmas.
That may be what makes holiday 
travel so interesting.

Every community takes familiar 
traditions and gives them a local 
identity. A parade becomes a 
hometown tradition. A historic 
house becomes the setting for 
a Christmas tour. A train ride 
becomes an annual family ritual. 
A tree lighting becomes the night 
when an entire community gathers 
downtown.

And then, almost as quickly as it 
arrived, the season begins to wind 
down.

Christmas on the Road
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After Christmas, the pace changes. 
Some travelers head home. Others 
stay on the road through New 
Year’s, when destinations trade 
Christmas music for celebrations, 
fireworks and midnight gatherings. 
Cities may host major events, 
while smaller communities create 
quieter celebrations centered 
around local restaurants, music 
and community traditions.

The first days of January are quieter 
still.

Decorations remain in place for a 
little while longer. Holiday lights 
continue to glow against early 
winter evenings. Visitors who arrive 
after the crowds have disappeared 
may discover that the season has a 
different character entirely. There 
is more room to walk, more time to 
explore and more opportunity to 
experience a destination without 

the rush that often accompanies 
the holidays.

Perhaps that is the real secret of 
seasonal travel.
The calendar may tell us when 
one celebration ends and another 
begins, but communities create 
the atmosphere in between. The 
lights, markets, festivals, historic 
homes, trains and traditions are 
important, but they are ultimately 
expressions of something larger: 
people gathering together and 

giving their hometown a reason 
to celebrate.
That is why a familiar Main Street 
can feel completely different in 
December.
The buildings are still there. The 
roads are still there. The businesses 
are still there. But when the lights 
come on and people begin filling 
the sidewalks, the town becomes 
something more than a place on 
a map.
For a few weeks each year, it 
becomes part of the holiday story.
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CHRISTMAS BEYOND 

THE BIG CITIES
Small Towns, Historic Main Streets and Hidden Holiday 

Destinations Across America

There is something different about Christmas in a 
small American town.
Maybe it is the sight of a courthouse square wrapped 
in thousands of tiny lights. Maybe it is the sound of 
carolers drifting down a historic Main Street. Perhaps 
it is a horse drawn carriage passing decorated 
storefronts, the smell of fresh pastries escaping 
from a bakery, or families gathering along a sidewalk 
waiting for a Christmas parade they have attended 
for generations.

In America’s biggest cities, Christmas can be 
spectacular.
In smaller communities, it can feel personal.

Across the United States, towns, villages and smaller 
cities come alive each holiday season with tree 
lightings, Christmas markets, parades, candlelight 
walks, historic home tours, train rides, concerts and 
traditions that have been passed from one generation 

to the next.
Some celebrations have become nationally known. 
Others remain regional treasures that many travelers 
have never experienced.

For the 2026 holiday season, Explore USA Magazine 
leaves the biggest cities behind and heads toward 
America’s Main Streets, historic squares, mountain 
communities and smaller destinations.
From Mississippi River towns and Appalachian 
communities to Bavarian villages, California Gold 
Country and Florida’s historic coast, these are places 
where Christmas is not simply an attraction.
It becomes part of the destination.
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Christmas Above the Mississippi 
River
High above the Mississ ippi 
River, one of the South’s most 
historic cities takes on a different 
personality when the Christmas 
season arrives.
Natchez, Mississippi, is known for 
remarkable architecture, historic 
homes, Southern hospitality and 
commanding views from the bluffs 
overlooking the river.
During Christmas, those same 
streets and historic properties 
become the setting for weeks of 
celebration.
The 2026 season includes the 
annual Lighting of the Christmas 
T r e e  o n  N o v e m b e r  2 8 .  A 
towering Christmas tree in the 
heart of downtown becomes the 
centerpiece for an evening filled 
with children’s activities, Santa, 
music, caroling and the official 
lighting ceremony.
But that is only the beginning.

The annual Christmas Parade 
follows on December 5, bringing 
another hometown tradition to 
downtown Natchez.
Historic properties become part 
of the season as well. During the 
Christmas Pilgrimage, visitors 
have an opportunity to experience 
historic homes decorated for the 
holidays.
For travelers who appreciate 
history, this may be one of the most 
interesting ways to experience 
Christmas in the South.

Natchez does not have to construct 
a historic looking Christmas village.
It already has one.
Centuries of architecture, old 
homes, churches, tree lined streets 
and views across the Mississippi 
River provide a setting that cannot 
easily be recreated.
The city adds another layer to the 
season with A Dickens Christmas in 
Natchez, scheduled for December 

11 through 13, bringing nineteenth 
century inspired Christmas 
traditions into a community 
already known for its connection 
to the past.
The result is a Christmas destination 
that feels unmistakably Southern.
Visitors can spend the afternoon 
e x p l o r i n g  d o w n t o w n ,  t o u r 
decorated historic homes, walk 
along the bluff and then watch the 
city glow after sunset.
N a t c h e z  o f f e r s  s o m e t h i n g 
increasingly valuable in holiday 
travel.
It gives visitors permission to slow 
down.

There is history here.
There is tradition here.
And when Christmas arrives, there 
is another reason to discover one 
of the South’s most fascinating 
smaller cities.

A Kentucky Christmas on the 
Town Square
In the heart of Kentucky, Bardstown 
offers the kind of Christmas 
experience that seems perfectly 
suited for a holiday road trip.
Historic bui ldings surround 
downtown. Local businesses line 
the streets. Churches rise above 
the rooftops. Kentucky countryside 
begins just beyond town.

W h e n  C h r i s t m a s  a r r i v e s , 
Bardstown’s historic setting 
becomes part of the celebration.
The holiday season traditionally 
begins with Light Up Bardstown, 
when downtown Christmas lights 
come alive and the community 
gathers to welcome the season.
From there, Christmas spreads 
across the city.
Santa comes to town. Local 
b u s i n e s s e s  d e c o r a t e  t h e i r 

storefronts. Holiday shopping 
m o v e s  o n t o  M a i n  S t r e e t . 
Community events, seasonal 
performances and Christmas 
traditions fill the calendar.
One of the highlights is the 
Bardstown Kiwanis Club Christmas 
Parade, the type of hometown 
event that reminds travelers why 
smaller destinations can be so 
enjoyable during December.
This is not a parade surrounded by 
skyscrapers.
It belongs to the community.
Families gather along familiar 
streets.  Local organizations 
participate. Businesses join the 
celebration. Downtown becomes 
the meeting place.
Histor ic  propert ies  around 
Bardstown add another dimension 
to the season.
My Old Kentucky Home has long 
provided visitors with another 

connection to Kentucky history, 
and seasonal  programming 
throughout the area helps turn a 
Christmas visit into a full weekend 
experience.
That combination of history and 
hometown celebration makes 
Bardstown particularly well suited 
to Christmas.

A weekend here can include 
downtown shopping, Kentucky 
restaurants, historic sites, nearby 
countryside and the region’s 
famous bourbon heritage.
Christmas becomes the reason 
for the trip, but Bardstown itself 
becomes the reason to stay.
That is exactly what a great small 
town holiday destination should 
accomplish.

NATCHEZ, MISSISSIPPI

BARDSTOWN, KENTUCKY

The Little Town That Became 
Christmas Town U.S.A.
For most of the year, McAdenville is 
a small North Carolina community 
west of Charlotte.
Then December arrives.
From December  1  through 
D e c e m b e r  2 6 ,  2 0 2 6 ,  t h e 
community’s Christmas light 
display returns, illuminating the 
town each evening.
The season begins with the Tree 
Lighting Ceremony on December 
1, while another longtime tradition, 
the Yule Log Parade, is scheduled 

for December 10.
McAdenville’s Christmas tradition 
began in  1956  when loca l 
organizers decorated trees around 
the community center with red, 
white and green lights.
What started locally eventually 
became known far beyond North 
Carolina.
But McAdenville remains a small 
town, and that contrast is part of 
its appeal.
Visitors are not simply walking 
through a manufactured Christmas 
attraction. They are entering an 

actual community whose streets, 
homes, trees and public spaces 
become part of the celebration.
Christmas music fills the air. 
Families walk through town. Cars 
slowly follow the illuminated route. 
Neighbors decorate alongside 
businesses and community spaces.
McAdenville reminds travelers that 
a town does not have to be large 
to create something unforgettable.
Sometimes Christmas works best 
on Main Street.

McADENVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA
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Christmas in the Cascades
Travel into Washington’s Cascade 
Mountains and another kind of 
Christmas village appears.
Leavenworth’s Bavarian inspired 
architecture already gives the town 
an unmistakable identity. During 
the holidays, lights, mountain 
scenery and winter weather take 
it somewhere else entirely.

The 2026 Christmastown festivities 
are scheduled from November 
27 through December 24, while 
Leavenworth’s famous lights 
traditionally continue well beyond 
Christmas.
Hundreds of thousands of lights 
transform the village after sunset.
The holiday experience includes 

music,  food vendors,  Santa 
appearances, children’s activities, 
gingerbread displays, caroling 
and entertainment around the 
downtown village.
Yet  Leavenworth ’s  greatest 
Christmas attraction may simply 
be Leavenworth itself.
Mountain peaks rise beyond 
town. Bavarian style buildings 
line the streets. Shops glow after 
dark. When snow arrives, the 
transformation is complete.

Visitors can wander downtown, 
stop for warm food and drinks, 
shop ins ide  loca l l y  owned 
businesses and watch the lights 
illuminate the village against the 
surrounding mountains.

It feels far removed from the typical 
urban Christmas experience.

That makes Leavenworth not 
simply a Christmas destination, 
but a true winter destination.

Christmas by Gaslight
Farther  north ,  tucked into 
California’s Sierra Nevada foothills, 
Nevada City takes visitors backward 
in time.
Its Victorian Christmas celebration 
is scheduled for December 6, 9, 13, 
16 and 20 in 2026.

Nevada City’s historic streets 
provide an unusually appropriate 
setting for the celebration.
Gas lamps glow along hilly streets. 
Carolers appear in Victorian 
clothing. Vendors sell seasonal 
goods .  Enter ta inment  f i l l s 
downtown while Father Christmas 
joins the festivities.
There are plenty of American towns 
that decorate historic districts for 
Christmas.
Nevada City has something more 
difficult to manufacture.
Its architecture and streets already 

belong to another era.
The result is less like entering a 
holiday attraction and more like 
discovering that Christmas has 
taken over an old California Gold 
Country town.

Travelers who know California 
primarily for Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, San Diego and the coast 

may find Nevada City particularly 
refreshing.
It reveals another California 
entirely.
During December, that California 
comes with gas lamps, historic 
buildings, carolers and Christmas 
lights.

Christmas in the North Georgia 
Mountains
The mountains of North Georgia 
have quietly become one of 
the Southeast’s most appealing 
holiday regions.

At the center of that experience is 
Dahlonega.
Built around a historic public 
square, the former gold rush 
town has exactly the kind of 
downtown that seems designed 
for December.
Dahlonega’s Christmas celebration 
begins the day after Thanksgiving 
and continues through the holiday 

season.
For 2026, the Lighting of the Square 
is scheduled for November 27, 
followed by a season that includes 
holiday shopping, Santa visits, 
carriage rides and the December 
12 Christmas Parade.
What makes Dahlonega especially 
appeal ing  is  the  abi l i ty  to 
experience Christmas without 
abandoning the personality of the 
destination.

This is stil l  a North Georgia 
mountain town.
Visitors can explore locally owned 
businesses, restaurants and 

tasting rooms, then venture into 
the surrounding mountains and 
countryside.
Cabins and inns make it possible 
to turn an evening downtown into 
an entire holiday weekend.
The public square remains the 
heart of the experience.

Lights stretch across downtown. 
Carriage rides move through 
the historic district. Visitors 
wander between stores instead of 
shopping inside a suburban mall.
It feels communal.
That may be one of the greatest 
luxuries Christmas travel can offer.

LEAVENWORTH, WASHINGTON NEVADA CITY, CALIFORNIA

DAHLONEGA, GEORGIA

A Danish Christmas in California 
Wine Country
California Christmas travel does 
not have to mean palm trees and 
beaches.
In the Santa Ynez Valley, Solvang 
offers something completely 
different.

Founded by Danish immigrants 
in the early twentieth century, 
Solvang is filled with Danish 
inspired architecture, windmills, 
b a k e r i e s ,  r e s t a u r a n t s  a n d 
pedestrian friendly streets.
When Christmas arrives, those 
s u r r o u n d i n g s  b e c o m e  t h e 
backdrop for Julefest.
For 2026, Solvang Julefest is 
scheduled from November 27, 
2026 through January 3, 2027. 
The Tree Lighting Ceremony 
is scheduled for December 4, 
followed by the Julefest Parade on 
December 5.
Solvang works particularly well for 
travelers looking for Christmas 
atmosphere without requiring 
a tradit ional  snow covered 
destination.

Lights illuminate the village. 
Seasonal food becomes part of 
the trip. Shops fill with gifts and 
decorations, while Danish heritage 
gives the celebration an identity 
unlike most American Christmas 
festivals.
This is also a destination where 
Christmas can be paired with a 
broader getaway.
The surrounding Santa Ynez Valley 
provides vineyards, countryside, 
restaurants and scenic drives, 
while California’s Central Coast is 
within reach.
That combination makes Solvang 
especially interesting.
You can experience the atmosphere 
of a European inspired Christmas 
village without leaving California.

SOLVANG, CALIFORNIA
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A Bavarian Christmas in Appalachia
Less than an hour away, Helen 
provides a completely different 
interpretation of Christmas in the 
Georgia mountains.
The small community reinvented 
itself decades ago with Bavarian 
inspired architecture.

Today, its Alpine appearance and 
North Georgia mountain setting 
make December one of the most 
visually distinctive times to visit.
Helen’s 2026 holiday calendar 
includes the Lighting of the Village 

on November 27, followed by 
seasonal festivities including its 
Christkindlmarkt and annual 
Christmas Parade.
The combination is unusual.

Bavarian style buildings sit beside 
the Chattahoochee River while 
Appalachian mountains rise 
nearby.

Christmas lights fill the village. 
German inspired holiday traditions 
join Southern hospitality, and 
visitors can walk much of the 

compact downtown.
Travelers could easily combine 
Helen and Dahlonega into one 
North Georgia Christmas road trip.
Add nearby mountain communities 
and scenic drives, and the journey 
becomes an alternative to spending 
the holidays in a major city.

This is exactly what makes small 
town Christmas travel interesting.
No two communities celebrate 
quite the same way.

HELEN, GEORGIA

Michigan’s Little Bavaria Goes All In
There are towns that celebrate 
Christmas.
Then there is Frankenmuth.
Known as Michigan’s Little Bavaria, 
the small city brings together 
German heritage, distinctive 
architecture and a longstanding 
enthusiasm for the holiday season.
The Christmas season brings 
holiday lights, seasonal activities, 
shopping, dining and winter 
experiences throughout the 
community.
Cold weather feels appropriate 
here.
Historic and Bavarian inspired 
b u i l d i n g s  b e c o m e  n a t u r a l 
backdrops for lights and garland. 
Restaurants provide warm places 
to escape the Michigan winter, 
while shops encourage visitors to 
slow down and make an entire day 
of exploring town.
Frankenmuth is also a reminder 

that some of America’s most 
interesting holiday destinations 
grew from immigrant traditions.
Communities across the country 
adapted European customs to 
American places, eventually 
creating celebrations 
that belong to 
both worlds.

Frankenmuth’s German roots 
remain visible throughout the 
year.
At Christmas,  they become 
impossible to miss.
Visitors looking for a Midwest 
holiday road trip can find a town 
where Christmas does not feel 
added onto the destination.
It feels like it belongs there.

FRANKENMUTH, MICHIGAN
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Christmas in the Appalachian 
Foothills
East Tennessee knows how to 
celebrate Christmas.
In Johnson City,  the season 
transforms downtown into 
a colorful holiday destination 
through Candy Land Christmas.
The concept  i s  s imple  but 
impressive.

Christmas trees fill downtown, 
each decorated with its own 
personality and theme. Lights 
spread throughout the district, 
creating a walkable Christmas 
experience that encourages 
visitors to explore rather than 
simply drive past.

The celebration fits Johnson City 
particularly well.
Located in Northeast Tennessee 
near the Appalachian Mountains, 
the city provides access to 
mountain scenery while remaining 
small enough for its downtown 
Christmas traditions to feel 
connected to the community.

The result is a destination that 
sits somewhere between a small 
mountain town and a smaller 
American city.

That balance makes it especially 
appealing for a Christmas getaway.
Visitors can walk downtown, see 
the decorated trees, stop inside 
local restaurants and businesses, 
enjoy seasonal activities and then 
use Johnson City as a base for 
exploring Northeast Tennessee.
Nearby mountain landscapes 
provide an entirely different 
experience during the day.
By evening, downtown becomes 
the attraction.
The Christmas season in this part 
of Tennessee does not have to be 
confined to one festival or parade.
It becomes an opportunity to 
explore the entire region.

Small communities, mountain 
roads, locally owned shops, 
decorated downtowns and 
Appalachian scenery can all 
become part of the journey.
For travelers accustomed to 
associating Tennessee Christmas 
trips with the state’s largest 
tourism destinations, Johnson City 
provides another option.

Go northeast.
Head toward the mountains.
Park the car downtown.
Walk beneath the lights.

Sometimes discovering a new 
Christmas tradition begins simply 
by choosing a different road.

JOHNSON CITY, TENNESSEE

Christmas Without the Snow
Christmas travel does not require 
freezing temperatures.
St. Augustine proves it.
America’s oldest continuously 
occupied European established 
city transforms its historic district 
with the annual Nights of Lights.

For the 2026 holiday season, 
Nights of Lights is scheduled 
from November 21, 2026 through 
January 18, 2027, beginning with 
Light Up! Night on November 21.
Instead of snow covered streets, 
visitors get palm trees, historic 

architecture and Florida evenings 
il luminated by an enormous 
display of white lights.
Christmas markets, concerts, 
decorated historic properties, boat 
tours and other seasonal events 
expand the experience beyond the 
lights themselves.
The ability to view the display from 
the water is particularly fitting for 
a coastal city.

Visitors can walk the historic 
streets, enjoy restaurants and 
shops, explore centuries of history 
and then watch the city change as 

darkness falls.
St. Augustine represents another 
side of the American Christmas 
road trip.

There are no mountains required.
No snow boots.
No frozen village green.

Christmas here belongs to old 
stone bui ld ings ,  balconies , 
waterfront views, palm trees and 
centuries old streets glowing 
beneath millions of points of light.
It is distinctly Florida and still 
unmistakably Christmas.

A Small Town Holiday Worth 
Discovering
Not every destination on a 
Christmas journey needs to attract 
hundreds of thousands of visitors.
Sometimes the smaller celebrations 
are exactly the point.

In East Texas, historic San Augustine 
offers the kind of community 
holiday gathering travelers can 
easily overlook while searching for 
famous Christmas destinations.
Its Christmas Market Days are 
scheduled for December 4 and 

5, 2026, with the community’s 
Christmas Parade scheduled for 
December 4.
This is Christmas on a smaller 
scale.
That is not a disadvantage.

L o c a l  m a r k e t s ,  d o w n t o w n 
gatherings and hometown parades 
preserve an important part of the 
American holiday experience.
They provide opportunities to 
meet local residents, shop from 
regional vendors and experience 
traditions that were created for 

the community first and visitors 
second.
These are the celebrations where 
children recognize people in the 
parade, shopkeepers know their 
customers and generations of 
families return to the same streets 
year after year.
For travelers willing to explore 
beyond famous destinations, 
communities like San Augustine 
can become unexpected highlights 
of a holiday road trip.

ST. AUGUSTINE, FLORIDA

SAN AUGUSTINE, TEXAS
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The great American Christmas trip 
does not have to end at Rockefeller 
Center, a massive theme park or 
a downtown hotel overlooking a 
major city parade.
Sometimes the best Christmas 
trip begins when the interstate 
disappears in the rearview mirror.
Take the road toward the village 
with one stoplight.
Follow the signs toward the 
courthouse square.
Look for the church steeple above 
Main Street, the old theater with a 
Christmas movie on its marquee, 
the local bakery staying open late, 
the inn with wreaths hanging from 
every window and the town tree 
waiting in the center of it all.

Across America, communities 
large and small continue to protect 
holiday traditions that belong 
specifically to them.
Natchez brings Christmas to the 
bluffs above the Mississippi River.
McAdenville turns a small North 
Carolina community into Christmas 
Town U.S.A.
Bardstown celebrates among 
the historic streets and rolling 
countryside of Kentucky.
Leavenworth  i l luminates  a 
Bavarian inspired village beneath 
the Cascades.
Solvang brings Danish Christmas 
traditions to California.
Nevada City takes visitors into a 

Victorian Christmas in California 
Gold Country.
Dahlonega and Helen turn the 
North Georgia mountains into two 
very different holiday escapes.
Frankenmuth brings its German 
heritage into the Michigan winter.
Johnson City celebrates Christmas 
in the Appalachian foothills of 
Northeast Tennessee.

St. Augustine proves Christmas 
lights look just as beautiful beneath 
palm trees.
San Augustine reminds us that 
sometimes a hometown parade 
and Christmas market are enough.
Together, these destinations tell a 
larger American story.
Christmas has never belonged to 
one landscape.
I t  belongs to snow covered 
m o u n t a i n s  a n d  S o u t h e r n 
courthouse squares.
It belongs beside rivers, among 
vineyards, along Florida’s coast 
and beneath the winter skies of 
the Midwest.
It lives in German, Danish, Victorian, 
Southern, Appalachian, Western 
and New England traditions.
Most importantly, it survives 
because communities continue 
to gather.
People still line sidewalks for 
parades.
Children still wait for Santa.
Shopkeepers  st i l l  decorate 

windows.
Church bells still ring.
Trees still illuminate town squares.
Neighbors still gather beneath 
them.
Travelers still pull off the highway 
searching for something that feels 
a little more personal than another 
crowded attraction.
Perhaps that is why America’s 
smaller towns and cities seem so 
perfectly suited to Christmas.
They remind us that the season was 
never supposed to be measured 
by how far we traveled, how much 
we spent or how spectacular an 
attraction became.
Sometimes all Christmas needs is a 
cold evening, a glowing Main Street 
and somewhere worth slowing 
down.
This holiday season, leave the 
biggest cities behind.
Take the smaller road.
Turn toward the courthouse 
square.

Follow the Christmas lights.
You may find that somewhere 
between Main Street and the town 
Christmas tree, the journey itself 
becomes part of the tradition.

THE ROAD TO CHRISTMAS
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MIDNIGHT BEYOND 

TIMES SQUARE
Small Cities, Unusual Traditions and Memorable Places to Welcome 

2027 Across America

For millions of Americans, the 
image of New Year’s Eve is almost 
automatic. Times Square fills with 
people, television cameras turn 
toward Manhattan and a glowing 
ball begins its descent as the final 
seconds of the year disappear.
It is an American tradition, but it is 
far from the only one.
Travel beyond the country’s largest 
cities and New Year’s Eve begins to 
look very different. A giant peach 
descends in Georgia. A glowing 
mushroom drops in Pennsylvania. 
A massive beach ball welcomes 
the new year along the Gulf Coast. 
In other communities, fireworks 
rise above historic downtowns, 

mountain towns celebrate beneath 
winter skies and waterfront 
destinations gather along harbors 

and rivers for one final night of 
the year.
T h e s e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  r e v e a l 

something interesting about New 
Year’s Eve in America. Communities 
have taken a universal moment 
and made it unmistakably local.
For travelers, that creates an 
opportunity. Instead of joining the 
largest crowd or watching midnight 
arrive through a television screen, 
New Year’s Eve can become the 
reason to discover somewhere 
new.
For Explore USA Magazine, we 
leave Times Square behind and 
travel across America in search 
of smaller destinations, unusual 
traditions and memorable places 
to say goodbye to 2026 and 
welcome 2027.

A New Year in the Christmas City
There may be no better transition 
from Christmas into New Year’s 
than Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.
Known as the Christmas City, 
Bethlehem spends December 
surrounded by lights, historic 
architecture, seasonal markets 
and traditions connected to its 
Moravian heritage. By the time 
New Year’s Eve arrives, the city is 
already dressed for celebration.

Bethlehem offers  travelers 
something that many New Year’s 
destinations cannot. The Christmas 
atmosphere does not disappear 
the morning after December 25. 
Visitors arriving for New Year’s 
Eve can still experience a historic 
city filled with the character of the 
holiday season while preparing for 
an entirely different celebration.
The city’s location in Pennsylvania’s 
Lehigh Valley also makes it 

A MoonPie Over Mobile
New Year’s Eve gets considerably 
warmer as the journey moves 
south.

In Mobile, Alabama, the final night 
of the year comes with one of the 
South’s most recognizable treats.
The  MoonPie  Over  Mobi le 

celebration has become the city’s 
signature New Year’s Eve event, 
with a giant illuminated MoonPie 
serving as the centerpiece of the 
countdown.
The connection is not random.

MoonP ies  have  long  been 
associated with Mobile’s Mardi 
Gras culture, where the treats 
became famous throws from 
parade floats. Incorporating the 

accessible for travelers throughout 
the Northeast without requiring a 
trip into Philadelphia or New York 
City. Historic districts, restaurants, 
shops and cultural attractions 
provide enough to turn New Year’s 
Eve into a full weekend rather than 
a single night out.
There is something particularly 
fitting about beginning a new 

year in a city named Bethlehem. 
Christmas has just passed, winter 
has settled over Pennsylvania and 
another calendar is about to begin. 
For travelers who want a New 
Year’s destination with history and 
atmosphere instead of skyscrapers 
and massive crowds, Bethlehem 
offers an appealing alternative.

BETHLEHEM, PENNSYLVANIA

The Midnight Mushroom
Only in America could a town build 
a New Year’s Eve tradition around 
a giant illuminated mushroom and 
somehow make it seem completely 
logical.
Kennett Square can.

The southeastern Pennsylvania 
community is closely connected 
to the mushroom industry and 
proudly promotes itself as the 
Mushroom Capital of the World. 
On New Year’s Eve, that agricultural 
identity becomes the inspiration 
for one of the country’s more 

unusual countdown traditions.
Rather than copying the Times 
Square ball,  Kennett Square 
celebrates with its own Midnight 
in the Square festivities and 
an illuminated mushroom that 
descends as the community 
welcomes the new year.
That is exactly the kind of local 
character that makes smaller New 
Year’s Eve destinations interesting.
The celebration belongs to the 
place.
Kennett Square’s downtown, 
restaurants, businesses and 
surrounding Brandywine Valley 

provide plenty of reasons to arrive 
before the countdown begins. 
Nearby countryside and historic 
attractions can turn the trip 
into a winter getaway, while the 
community celebration provides 
the finale.

New Year’s traditions do not need 
to make sense anywhere else. 
They only need to make sense at 
home.

In Kennett Square, dropping a 
giant mushroom at midnight 
makes perfect sense.

KENNETT SQUARE, PENNSYLVANIA

MOBILE, ALABAMA
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MoonPie into New Year’s Eve gives 
the celebration a distinctly Mobile 
personality.
Downtown fills with entertainment 
a n d  f e s t i v i t i e s  b e f o r e  t h e 
countdown, creating a celebration 
that feels connected to the city 
rather than imported from 
somewhere else.
Mobile also gives winter travelers 
a completely different New Year’s 
experience. December along 
the Gulf Coast is far removed 

from the freezing temperatures 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  n o r t h e r n 
celebrations. Visitors can explore 
historic neighborhoods, enjoy Gulf 
Coast food, walk downtown and 
experience a city whose history 
stretches back centuries.

Then, as midnight approaches, 
everyone looks toward a giant 
MoonPie.
It may be unusual, but that is 
precisely why it works.

Midnight on the Gulf
Not everyone wants to welcome 
January wearing three layers of 
clothing.
For those travelers, Florida offers 
another possibility.

Panama City Beach turns New 
Year’s Eve into a Gulf Coast 
celebration with its annual Beach 
Ball Drop, creating a countdown 
that fits the destination perfectly.
The celebration traditionally 
inc ludes  an  ear l ie r  fami ly 
friendly countdown before the 
main midnight event, allowing 

younger visitors to participate 
without staying awake until the 
final seconds of the year. Later 
in the evening, the celebration 
builds toward midnight as a giant 
beach ball descends and fireworks 
welcome the new year.

There is something wonderfully 
simple about the concept.
This is a beach town, so it drops a 
beach ball.

New Year’s Eve does not have to 
pretend winter looks the same 
everywhere.

Along F lor ida ’s  Gulf  Coast , 
palm trees, beaches and mild 
weather replace snow covered 
streets. Restaurants, waterfront 
accommodations and coastal 
scenery allow travelers to build an 
entire New Year’s getaway around 
the celebration.

For families, couples and groups 
of friends who would rather 
begin January near the water 
than beneath a heavy winter coat, 
Panama City Beach provides a 
distinctly Florida way to welcome 
2027.

PANAMA CITY BEACH, FLORIDA

When a Possum Welcomes the 
New Year
Some New Year’s Eve traditions 
are elegant.
Others are proudly strange.
Tallapoosa, Georgia belongs to the 
second category.
The small West Georgia community 
is known for its Possum Drop, 
a New Year’s Eve tradition that 
embraces local personality with a 
sense of humor.

Rather than attempting to recreate 
the polished celebrations of a major 
city, Tallapoosa does something 
much more  memorable .  I t 
celebrates being Tallapoosa.
That is the larger story behind 
many of America’s unusual New 
Year’s traditions. A giant object 

dropping from the sky is not 
particularly interesting if every 
town chooses the same object. 
The fun begins when communities 
select something connected to 
their own history, agriculture, 
culture or sense of humor.

Tallapoosa’s celebration turns 
New Year’s Eve into a hometown 
gathering where the unusual 
tradition becomes part of the 
attraction.
For travelers, events like this 

provide a reason to look beyond 
famous destinations. The crowd 
may be smaller and the skyline 
may be absent, but the experience 
can feel far more connected to the 
community.

There is also something refreshing 
about beginning a new year 
without taking the occasion too 
seriously.
Sometimes a little humor is exactly 
what midnight needs.

A Hill Country New Year
Texas Hill Country provides a 
completely different setting for the 
final days of December.

Fredericksburg combines German 
heritage, historic architecture, 
restaurants,  shops and the 
surrounding landscape into one 
of Texas’s most recognizable 
smaller destinations. During the 
holiday season, downtown takes 
on additional character as lights 
and decorations fill the community.
New Year’s Eve arrives while much 
of that atmosphere remains.
Instead of traveling into Dallas, 

Houston, Austin or San Antonio 
for a major city celebration, visitors 
can make Fredericksburg the 
centerpiece of a slower holiday 
getaway.
The appeal extends beyond 
midnight.
Travelers can spend the final days 
of the year exploring Main Street, 
enjoying local restaurants, visiting 
the surrounding Hill Country and 
experiencing the area’s German 
influenced culture.

This style of New Year’s trip works 
particularly well for couples and 
groups who want the holiday to 

feel like a getaway rather than 
simply a party.
The countdown matters, but so do 
the hours leading up to it.
A memorable New Year’s Eve 
does not always require tens of 
thousands of strangers packed 
into a city square. Sometimes it 
requires a good dinner, a historic 
downtown, people you enjoy 
being around and somewhere 
interesting to wake up on January 
1.

TALLAPOOSA, GEORGIA

FREDERICKSBURG, TEXAS
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The Idaho Potato Drop
Few states embrace their identity 
as enthusiastically as Idaho.
On New Year’s Eve, that identity 
becomes enormous, illuminated 
and impossible to miss.
Boise ’s  Idaho Potato  Drop 
has become one of America’s 
most distinctive New Year’s Eve 
traditions, transforming the 
state’s most famous agricultural 
product into the centerpiece of the 
countdown.
The idea captures exactly what 
makes regional  New Year ’s 
celebrations so entertaining. Idaho 
could have dropped a generic ball, 
but a potato tells a much better 
story.
The celebration brings visitors into 
downtown Boise for festivities 

surrounding the final night of the 
year, while the city itself provides 
enough restaurants, hotels and 
attractions to make the event part 
of a larger winter trip.

Boise is also an interesting choice 
for travelers who want a Western 
New Year’s experience without 
heading to one of the region’s 
largest metropolitan destinations.
Winter has fully arrived by late 
December, and nearby mountains 
provide opportunities to combine 
the celebration with skiing, snow 
activities and scenic drives.
There is no confusing where you 
are when an enormous potato 
becomes the focus of the midnight 
countdown.
That is exactly the point.

Midnight Beneath the Mountains
Arizona is often imagined as desert 
and sunshine, but New Year’s Eve 
in Flagstaff tells another story.
Sitting at roughly 7,000 feet in 
elevation and surrounded by 
the world’s largest contiguous 
ponderosa pine forest, Flagstaff 
experiences a genuine mountain 

w i n t e r .  S n o w  i s  c o m m o n , 
temperatures can be cold and the 
San Francisco Peaks rise above 
the city.
Downtown Flagstaff provides a 
historic setting for New Year’s Eve, 
with restaurants, breweries, hotels 
and local businesses clustered 
within a walkable district.

The city’s famous Pinecone Drop 
has become part of the celebration, 
giving Flagstaff another example of 
a New Year’s tradition shaped by 
its surroundings.
The pinecone makes sense here 
because the forest is part of 
Flagstaff’s identity.

For travelers, the city provides 
an opportunity to combine New 
Year’s Eve with a broader Northern 
Arizona winter trip. The Grand 
Canyon is within reach, mountain 
recreation is nearby and Route 66 
history runs directly through town.
That combination makes Flagstaff 
particularly interesting around the 
holiday. Travelers can spend the 
final day of the year surrounded 
by some of the Southwest’s 
most dramatic scenery and 
return downtown in time for the 
countdown.

It is a reminder that Arizona can 
provide snow, mountains and a 
true winter New Year’s Eve just as 
easily as sunshine and desert.

BOISE, IDAHO

FLAGSTAFF, ARIZONA

The Southernmost Countdown
At the opposite end of the winter 
spectrum sits Key West.
New Year’s Eve here does not feel 
much like winter at all.
That is part of the attraction.

The southernmost city in the 
continental United States has 
developed a reputation for 
celebrating New Year’s Eve in 

its own unmistakable style, with 
several countdown traditions 
taking place around the island.

Key West is larger and busier as a 
tourism destination than some of 
the communities in this feature, 
but its geographic isolation and 
unusual personality give it the 
character of a place that exists 
according to its own rules.

Visitors can spend December 31 
near the water, explore historic 
streets, enjoy seafood and watch 
the final sunset of the year before 
joining one of the island’s evening 
celebrations.
The symbolism is difficult to ignore.
The sun disappears into the Gulf 
of Mexico on the final evening of 
the year, and only a few hours later 
another calendar begins.

KEY WEST, FLORIDA
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For travelers who have spent years 
celebrating New Year’s Eve in cold 
weather, Key West provides the 
complete opposite.
No snow boots are required.
The ocean is nearby.
Palm trees replace bare branches.

Midnight arr ives beneath a 
subtropical sky.
Sometimes the best way to begin a 
new year is to change the scenery 
completely.

New Year’s Eve Across America’s 
Ski Towns
Some of America’s most beautiful 
New Year’s Eve traditions do not 
involve dropping anything from 
the sky.
They involve coming down a 
mountain.

Across ski communities in Colorado, 
Utah, Vermont, Idaho and other 
winter destinations, torchlight 
parades have become a dramatic 
part of holiday celebrations. Skiers 

descend mountains after dark 
carrying lights, creating glowing 
lines that move slowly across the 
slopes.
From below, the effect can be 
remarkable.

The mountain disappears into 
darkness while a procession of 
lights winds toward the base. 
Fireworks, music and celebrations 
often follow as families and visitors 
gather to welcome the new year.
These events capture another side 
of New Year’s Eve travel.
The sett ing becomes more 
important than the party.
Mountain communities such as 
Steamboat Springs, Colorado, 
and other ski destinations offer 
travelers the opportunity to spend 
the final day of the year outdoors 
before gathering for an evening 
celebration.
A family might ski during the 
afternoon, return to the lodge for 
dinner and watch the mountain 
illuminate after sunset.

That is a very different New Year’s 
Eve from Times Square, but 
perhaps that is exactly what some 
travelers are searching for.

There is another New Year’s 
tradition that requires no parade, 
stage or countdown object at all.
Watch the final sunset of the year.
America provides extraordinary 
places to do it.

Along the Florida Keys, the sun 
disappears beyond tropical water. 
On the California coast, it sinks into 
the Pacific. Across the Southwest, 
desert landscapes change color 
during the final minutes of daylight. 

In mountain communities, winter 
peaks catch the remaining light 
before darkness settles across the 
valleys.
There is something powerful about 
recognizing the final sunset of a 
year.

New Year’s Eve is usually focused 
almost entirely on midnight, but 
the transition begins hours earlier.
For travelers, making time for 
sunset changes the rhythm 

of the day. Instead of rushing 
immediately toward the evening 
celebration, there is a moment 
to stop and acknowledge that 
another year is nearly complete.
It does not matter whether the 
year was extraordinary, difficult or 
somewhere in between. The final 
sunset belongs to everyone.

T h e n  t h e  l i g h t s  c o m e  o n , 
restaurants fill, music begins and 
attention turns toward midnight.

New Year’s Eve is one of the 
rare moments experienced 
almost simultaneously by entire 
communities.
People who have never met stand 
together watching the same clock.
Restaurants pause service.

Musicians stop between songs.
Families turn toward televisions.
Crowds gather in town squares.
Children attempt to stay awake.

For a few seconds, everyone knows 
exactly what everyone else is 
waiting for.
That shared anticipation may 
explain why communities across 
America have created such unusual 
traditions around midnight.
Kennett Square drops a mushroom 
because mushrooms helped shape 
the community. Boise celebrates 
with a potato because Idaho’s 
agricultural identity is impossible 

to separate from the state. Mobile 
uses a MoonPie because the treat 
became part of local Mardi Gras 
culture. Flagstaff chose a pinecone 
because the surrounding forest 
helps define the city.
These  t rad i t ions  may look 
humorous from the outside, 

but underneath the spectacle is 
something meaningful.
They tell a story about place.

A community is saying that if the 
world is going to celebrate tonight, 
it will celebrate in its own way.
That is worth traveling for.

TORCHLIGHT IN THE MOUNTAINS

WATCHING THE LAST SUNSET

WHY WE COUNT DOWN
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Travel has always been connected 
to beginnings.
We leave home because we want 
to see something different, learn 
something new or temporarily 
change the rhythm of ordinary 
life. New Year’s Eve carries much 
of that same energy.

The calendar changes whether 
we travel or remain home, but 
experiencing the transit ion 
somewhere unfamiliar can make 
the moment feel different.

A traveler standing beneath winter 
skies in Flagstaff will remember 
a different New Year’s Eve than 
someone watching fireworks 
beside the Gulf of Mexico. A family 
watching a torchlight parade in 
the mountains creates a different 
memory from a couple walking 
through Fredericksburg after 
dinner. Someone watching an 
illuminated mushroom descend 
in Pennsylvania will have a story 
that is difficult to confuse with any 
other December 31.
That is what makes America’s 

smaller New Year’s destinations 
worth discovering. They do not 
attempt to compete with Times 
Square. The best of them do 
something much more interesting 
by celebrating the character of 
their own communities.

As 2026 comes to an end, travelers 
have thousands of places from 
which to watch the clock approach 
midnight. Some will be loud and 
crowded, while others will be 
quiet and intimate. Some will 
include fireworks, live music and 
thousands of people. Others may 
involve dinner in a small town 
followed by a walk back to an inn 
before midnight.

There is no correct way to welcome 
a new year.
What matters is the moment and 
the people sharing it.
So when December 31 arrives, 
consider looking beyond the 
country’s largest celebrations. Find 
a mountain town, a historic Main 
Street, a waterfront community or 
one of those wonderfully unusual 

American places that decided a 
potato, mushroom, pinecone, 
MoonPie or beach ball was the 
perfect object to lower from the 
sky.
Stay for the countdown, raise a 
glass, watch the clock and enjoy 
those final seconds of 2026.
Then step outside on January 1 and 
look around.

The destination will be the same 
place it was the night before, but 
the road ahead will belong to a 
brand new year.

THE FIRST ROAD OF A NEW YEAR
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