
#4 WASHINGTON’S SCENIC DRIVING TRIPS-SOUTHWEST by Roger Urbaniak 
Our picnic basket is packed and our camera ready.  We are off to enjoy today’s planned driving trip 
through scenic southwest Washington.    Driving south from Seattle we travel only 20 miles before we 
come to Wild Waves Theme Park near Federal Way.  During summer hundreds are entertained by their 
large variety of water slides.  During winter, they display, for a fee, a first-class Christmas light show.   
 
Tacoma has come a long way over the last 25 years. Transformed from an area where people held their 
nose driving through Asarco Smelter smoke, to a Tacoma that has become a tourist attraction many 
people now take their out of town guests for entertainment.  Downtown Tacoma has seen major 
renovation that has attracted University of Washington Branch Campus, a first-class Museum of Glass. 
Art Museum, Convention Center, History Museum (Train station repurposed), and a number of upscale 
Condominium projects along the waterway.  Two miles west is a large waterfront park, and Les Davis 
public fishing pier.  Both are heavily used.  Our waterfront drive next visits the tastefully redeveloped 
former Asarco Plant site where condominiums sell as fast as they can be built.   The condominiums are 
surrounded by easy to walk to retail.  Only a stone’s toss further is Point Defiance Park which includes a 
redeveloped zoo and Aquarium.  The new face look of Tacoma is definitely worth a fresh visit and could 
serve as a positive model for other cities. 

As you continue to drive south on I-5 over the Nisqually River mouth, take notice of the stream and river 
mouth restoration.  At long last, a stream restoration project that has actually been successful helping 
juvenile salmon survive and prosper.  Just past Olympia we take SR 12 towards the Ocean Beaches and 
pass the old Satsop Nuclear Plant as you turn toward Aberdeen.  From Aberdeen, turn south towards 
Westport and drive pass the Ocean Spray Cranberry Plant.  Washington leads the nation in cranberry 
production and Ocean Spray processes them here.  Just south of their plant, you will pass several ponds 
where cranberries are grown.  In October, a cranberry festival is held to honor the local crop. If timed 
right, you might see them flood the ponds which aids in the harvesting.  A few miles further south, Long 
Beach holds an annual kite festival in August.   Some incredibly spectacular kites take to the air during 
this event, so make sure to bring your camera.    

Several beaches in this area are loaded with razor clams. Check the WDFW shellfish pages for a list of 
beaches and appropriate dates and tides to harvest them.   If you haven’t yet tried harvesting razor 
clams, you have missed a lot of fun.  A sunny day during the season will see hundreds of people drive on 
sand beaches to harvest clams, fly their kites, or fish from shore.  It is refreshing plus invigorating to see 
so many people enjoying themselves outdoors here.  Nearby Westport is my favorite salmon and 
bottom fish destination.  Charter boat outings will seldom send you home without a good supply of the 
fresh fish that you catch yourself, especially during a bottom fish outing.  Detour here to Raymond and 
take photos of their free outdoor art display or to Ocean Shores to dine at excellent seafood restaurants.  
You may also wish to visit the nearby Quinault Casino as it could provide a nice break to your drive. 

Heading north, SR101 parallels the ocean, eventually reaching the Olympic National Park and National 
Forest.  If you are into hiking, try the trail to Tatoosh Point and arrive at the most northwesterly point in 
the lower 48 states. You might also consider a detour to Visit the restored Elwha River area to witness 
where the controversial dam that was removed to improve salmon habitat.  It is likely too, that you will 
enjoy a tour of the Makah Cultural and Research Center near Neah Bay.  Displays recall much tribal 
history plus some of their unique artwork. Often raging, rivers we pass in the park are fed by runoff from 
the Olympic Park National Rain Forest plus adjacent Olympic Mountains and provide great fish habitat.   



Several fishing guides meet their clients near Forks for daily fishing trips to either the Sol Duck, 
Bogachiel, or Ho Rivers, targeting abundant salmon or steelhead.  Since this is part of the rain forest 
area, dress accordingly if you hire a drift boat for a day of fishing.  Fishing and logging made this area 
prosper for many years.  Industry here is on economic decline now, but fishing is still pretty darn good.  
Remember to stop and hike to Sol Duck Hot Springs to relax from your drive.   

Popular fishing destinations of Neah Bay, Sekiu and Port Angeles should be noted too, with their hay 
days remembered.   You might decide that lodging at Lake Quinault lodge is an interesting experience as 
this is one of the few lodges that boasts of being a haunted place.  At Port Angeles turn to take a short 
drive to enjoy touring Olympic National Park Visitor Center.   Mountain goats were recently removed 
from here due to problems of them interacting with people visiting the park. Nearby Sequim is one of 
the dryer places in western Washington, which is unusual with its proximity to the rain forest area.  You 
may decide to catch a ferry in Port Angeles that will take you to Victoria BC when COVID restrictions 
permit the trip.  Continue towards Seattle but take a short detour through Port Townsend on SR 20 
where an annual jazz concert or classical concert music performed in a barn nearby, attracts many 
visitors.  You can also catch a ferry here to go north to Whidbey Island if time permits.   

Crossing the Hood Canal bridge has been familiar travel for me since we owned a cabin at a secluded 
harbor near Coyle on Hood Canal for a number of years and traveled over it often.  At our cabin we were 
able to dig clams, shuck oysters, catch crab, shrimp and occasionally catch a salmon.  Several good 
clamming and/or oyster beaches exist in this area and can be located on WDFW web pages.  Rather than 
drive around the south end of the Sound and pay the Point Defiance Bridge toll, you may opt to take the 
Bainbridge ferry to Seattle. On your way home, you may wish to invest a few nickels at the Clearwater 
Casino slot machines near Poulsbo.  With luck, you may pay for your trip.   

 

 


