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with its dramatic mountain passes and low-slung
Main Streets, has the
exaggerated beauty of a
Western film set. It has the
history, too—the booms and busts, the rail
heists, the violence of westward expansion.
That Old West history sets the scene for a
driving route traveling from the railway hub
of Centralia, past the snowmelt lakes of the
Cascades, and ending in the tumbleweed
towns of the Yakima Valley, with 300 sunny
days a year. A hundred-some miles from
drizzly Seattle, the Yakima was once a dust
bowl, but crisscrossing canals now hydrate
rows of Fuji apple trees, V-shaped trellises
of hops (the fragrant seed cones that flavor
beer), and grape vines at 70-plus wineries.
“When you cross the Cascades, it’s 20 or
25 degrees warmer—people come over just
to enjoy the sunshine,” says Jill Johnson of
Yakima’s 108-year-old Johnson Orchards.
Such farms feed locavore Northwestern
tastes, and in 2013 the valley celebrates its
30th anniversary as Washington’s oldest
wine region. October is harvest time: The
vines are stripped, the grapes are crushed,
and a party spirit sweeps the region.
Before the Yakima flourished as Washington’s wine country, its volcanic soil was
known for its sweet apples. The fruit even
carries a creation myth; the seeds are said
to have come to Washington in 1826 in the
pocket of a Hudson’s Bay Company supervisor. At a London party, a woman had playfully presented the seeds with instructions:
Plant them in the wilderness of the West.

Between the foothills of the Cascades and the cliffs of the Rattlesnake Hills, once desertlike

Yakima Valley benefits from canals.

The 1883 completion of the Northern
Pacific Railway connected Yakima’s apples,
cherries, and pears to the Northwest’s young
and hungry cities. Centralia—the midpoint
between Portland, Oregon, and Seattle,
Washington—became the state’s “hub city,” a
quintessential Western railroad boomtown.
It’s also the ideal starting point for a drive
through rural central Washington.
In 1912, Northern Pacific built the
grand Union Depot; two years later, Centralia hummed with 44 passenger and 17
freight trains daily. Loggers, miners, and
railroad workers crowded the brick station’s
dark oak benches, its walls stenciled with
admonishments against spitting. A century later, Amtrak serves the depot. Next
door, the opulent Olympic Club Hotel and
Theater is a 27-room railroad hotel with a
movie theater and pool hall. Legend holds
that Roy Gardner, the notorious “Gentleman Train Robber,” was captured here in
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Distance: 202 miles, Centralia to Prosser When to go: September/October Tip: BYOB—bring

he 124-mile White Pass Scenic
Byway (Route 12) weaves through
Washington’s volcano country. Colorful
fall—between mosquitoes and snow—is an
ideal time to explore the region. Detours
and outlooks are plentiful: 1 The Cowlitz
Salmon Hatchery raises 11 million of the
downstream-swimming fish per year; its
new visitors center teaches salmon survival
skills with mazes and games. 2 Take State
131 seven miles to the Woods Creek Wildlife Area to hike trails populated by beavers
and marsh wrens. 3 Pick wild huckleberries on side roads along a 20-mile detour to
Iron Creek Falls. 4 Heading eastbound
back on Route 12, turn on State 123 for
the Grove of the Patriarchs, a thousandyear-old forest of red cedars and hemlocks
accessed via a narrow suspension bridge.
5 Picnic at the Palisades Viewpoint for
a dramatic panorama of a steep rock wall.
6 Continue to the Mount Rainier-Goat
Rocks Observation Site to admire volcanic peaks and its horned namesake nibbling
on the hillside. 7 After tracing Rimrock
Lake’s shore, learn the history of 321-foot
Tieton Dam. 8 Begin your descent into
the Yakima Valley at Thompson’s Farm,
with you-pick apples, pumpkins, and
walnuts. October weekends, farmer John
Thompson launches gourds up to a half
mile from his famed cannons. —Kelsey Snell
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1921 while posing as a burn victim in one
of the hotel’s prostitute-frequented rooms.
Now owned by the quirky Portland-based
brewpub chain McMenamins, the hotel’s
mahogany bar stays true to its past with a
massive antique cash register and a woodburning fireplace.
Starting south of town eastbound, the
White Pass Scenic Byway (Route 12; see
below) skirts the banks of the Cowlitz River,
teeming with trout and salmon, and crosses
the Cowlitz Valley elk habitat as well as the
Pacific Crest Trail on its long, lonely passage between Canada and Mexico. Route 12
reaches 4,500 feet at White Pass and then
winds between Gifford Pinchot and Mount
Baker-Snoqualmie National Forests, a combined three million acres of Ponderosa
pines and fragrant fir trees. The byway rides
the north shore of Rimrock Lake, which was
created by the 1925 construction of the
Tieton Dam—at the time, the world’s tallest

your own box—for apples and berries from Route 12’s fruit stands and you-pick farms. Plan Your Trip: See www.visityakima.com; www.wineyakimavalley.org.
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