Top 10 Scenic Drives

The high road, it seems, is the road of choice: Routes through mountainous scenery dominated the nominations you sent in for Top 10 Scenic Drives. As one person wrote about the experience of hitting the top of one Rocky Mountain pass, "you'll think you've reached heaven."

Hyperbole competed with sentiment in many of the nominations we received; multiple exclamation points (AWESOME!!!!!) lined up as thick as billboards along an interstate, and in a few cases, memories of childhood drives revealed just how long it has been since the writer hit the road ("My strongest memories are from looking out the back window of my parents' station wagon").

For those whose memories of beautiful drives needs updating, let the following list of our top 10 picks for Scenic Drives, as nominated by online users and the correspondents and editors of Weissmann Travel Reports, serve as inspiration for your summer travel plans. As usual, this month's ranking is not intended to be a popularity contest; while multiple nominations were taken into consideration when compiling the list, the final results also took into account the writers' ability to convey the beauty they traversed. 

1. THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS

Three Rocky roads--Rocky Mountain National Park's Trail Ridge Road, Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park's Going to the Sun Road and the Icefields Parkway, located between Jasper and Banff National Parks in Alberta, Canada, were all nominated as the most scenic drive in the world. Each is lined with spectacular scenery, and for us to try to choose the "best" among them would be like saying that air is more important to human beings than water or food: They all have their strengths, and none could eliminate the others from contention. We're left with a three-way tie. Trail Ridge Road, the highest through-highway in the U.S., begins in Estes Park, Colorado, and winds along a route that takes in terrain ranging from ponderosa pine forests to tundra. Forested canyons, hanging valleys and glacial lakes punctuate the route. The Sun Road, which runs for 50 miles/80 km from Lake McDonald to St. Mary, features stunning and inspiring vistas of alpine scenery (watch for the "Garden Wall," a landmark of the Continental Divide), while the Icefields Parkway is characterized by magnificent lakes, glacial ice fields, waterfalls and herds of animals. Honorable Mention goes to Highway 550 between Ouray and Silverton, Colorado, which offers rugged and dynamic mountain beauty with a lot less traffic than these others. Note: None of the roads open until late spring, and all are usually closed by mid-fall.

2. RING OF KERRY, IRELAND

While this route can sometimes resemble a slow-moving parade of tour buses, there are plenty of good reasons why visitors come from around the world to fill those tour buses. It'll take a day to complete this spectacular 110-mile/177-km circular drive, and that won't seem a minute too long. You begin in the town of Killarney, skirt the Mountains of Kerry on the Iveragh Peninsula, follow a rugged coastline and, along the way, pass old monasteries, ruined castles and forts, spectacular valleys and majestic mountains. Note: Be sure to take it counterclockwise to avoid having the sun in your eyes for a good part of the journey.

3. HANA HIGHWAY, MAUI ISLAND, HAWAII

The road to Hana winds just a little bit--there are 670 hairpin turns in its 30 miles/48 km of length. But the view out the window along the way offers plenty to compensate for a driver's weary arms: Lush foliage, roadside waterfalls, parks and dramatic coastal scenery provide a series of images that never ceases to impress. The road takes several hours to drive, and a stop should be planned along the way to visit the Keanae Arboretum to see the island's eye- boggling plants in natural settings along trails.

4. CARPATHIAN MOUNTAINS, ROMANIA

The Carpathian range is in many ways more interesting and scenic than even the Alps, and the portion in the far northwest of Romania has a loop which combines breathtaking beauty and fascinating cultural exchanges. Begin early in the morning in Baia Mare, near the Ukrainian and Hungarian borders, and drive 46 miles/75 km north to Sapinta to see the town's fascinating cemetery (see May 1994 list "Top 10 Cemeteries"). From there, drive east-southeast along the Viseu River Valley to Moisei, via Viseul de Sus, then return to Baia Mare along the Iza River Valley (via the Sacei-Vad Road). In addition to the beauty of the mountains, you'll meet villagers dressed in traditional costume and pass through towns filled with the unusual architecture of the region. 

5. PACIFIC COAST HIGHWAY, CALIFORNIA

Nominations came in for various sections of California Highway 1, but we feel that if you really want to get a feeling for how varied and beautiful California is, take the whole route, from San Juan Capistrano (between San Diego and Los Angeles) in the south to Leggett (between San Francisco and the Oregon border) in the north. You'll need several days to make the whole trip, and we'd leave some padding in the itinerary just in case you feel like hanging around somewhere that strikes your fancy. Highlights--in addition to dramatic coastal scenery--include (from south to north): the historic mission in San Juan Capistrano (where the swallows return each spring), Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, San Simeon (site of the Hearst Castle), Big Sur, Carmel, the Monterey Peninsula, Point Lobos State Reserve, San Francisco and Mendocino. Note: The only drawback of this winding two-lane road is that you may get stuck behind an RV that's traveling 15 mph in a 50 mph no-passing zone. If you're in a hurry, take Highway 101, which runs parallel a little further inland.

6. BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY, NORTH CAROLINA

While this road has a great deal of beauty along its entire length (it runs from the southern end of Shenandoah National Park in Virginia to Great Smoky Mountains National Park near Cherokee, North Carolina), the section that has the most exciting scenery is around Asheville, North Carolina. In particular, the scenic overlooks at Craggy Gardens Mile, Graveyard Fields and Devil's Courthouse are standouts. Spring (for wildflowers) or fall (for foliage) are the best times to make this drive. As the person who nominated this route wrote: "Roll down the windows, feel the fresh clean air against your face, take in the awesomeness of the mountains, be amazed at how green, lush and colorful everything around you is and be prepared to lose yourself in the beauty of nature."

7. CABOT TRAIL, NOVA SCOTIA

"The ultimate marriage of land and sea" is how the Cabot Trail on Nova Scotia's Cape Breton Island was described in its nomination. The entire trail, about 180 miles/290 km long, passes an untold number of majestic cliffs before ending abruptly at the foot of the angry Atlantic Ocean. The views surpass even the Highlands of old Scotland, and whale sightings are frequent. The route begins in Baddeck on Bras d'Or Lake, and winds through the Margaree Valley and Cape Breton Highlands National Park. (There are 28 hiking trails into the park's interior, so you may want to allow time to explore a few of these.)

8. COLUMBIA GORGE SCENIC HIGHWAY, OREGON

Although you're going to have to jump on and off Interstate 84 a few times, most of this highway, completed in the '20s, is still usable, and weaves through one of the most scenic and historic stretches of the American West. The 60-mile/96-km road stretches from Troutdale (outside Portland) to The Dalles (an Indian fishing town which straddles the immense Dalles Dam), cutting through a landscape that changes from lush Pacific coastal forests to dry high desert. The highway itself has a hand-carved beauty--walls of rock are carefully crafted in some areas. Highlights include Multnomah Falls (third highest in the U.S.), Beacon Rock (the largest monolith in the country) and views of spectacular Mt. Hood and Mt. Adam. 

9. THE SAHARA DESERT, ALGERIA

The highlight of an overland trip through Africa that began in Nairobi, Kenya and ended in Tangier, Morocco was the portion of the Sahara Desert from Tamanrasset to Ghardaia in Algeria, says one of our editors. "I approached the desert with mixed feelings: indifference and dread," he says. "I had thought the trip would be virtually over by the time I hit the desert, and that it would be just a matter of making myself get through it. But it wasn't long before I found myself surrounded by some of the most memorable scenery of the trip." Far from being a monotonous vista of blowing sand as he feared, the face of the desert changed constantly. "One day we'd be driving through a forest of eerie black volcanic plugs, the next day would be incredibly flat, followed by a day of beautifully rolling dunes, leading to low mountains. And the oasis towns--and their inhabitants--are as fascinating as any village in the continent." Note: It is not currently advisable to travel in Algeria, due to civil strife.

10. SRINIGAR TO LEH, INDIA

This highway in the Indian state of Kashmir runs from a beautifully green, almost alpine landscape to the moon-like Tibetan plateau of the Ladakh region. The two-day journey is accomplished on rickety old buses that hug unpaved roads scratched in a spiral up and over some very high mountains (passes reach 18,000 feet). In addition to incredible views of the Himalaya, you'll pass through quite a range of cultures, from Shiite Muslim towns where photography of women is prohibited to villages where Buddhist monks and nuns wander the streets spinning prayer wheels. The highlight of the trip is the sighting of Lamayuru monastery: At first glance, you'll think you've discovered the mythical Shangri-La. This Tibetan settlement, which dates to the 10th century, is a sparkling white compound nestled in the only green valley found in an unforgiving, barren terrain. Note: Portions of Kashmir are experiencing civil unrest and travel there is not currently advised.

