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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date
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  Preface


  In Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language, the word adventure is defined, in part, as follows: “an enterprise of hazard; a bold undertaking in which hazards are to be encountered and the issue is staked upon unforeseen events.” What better description exists of the social phenomenon known as the family day trip, where two or fewer adults headily depart for an outing with an assemblage of one or more children, a map, a travel guide, maybe a camera, a jugful of lemonade, a six-pack of sandwiches, and an abundance of high expectations for fun?


  In most families, a variety of ages, interests, and tastes need to be considered at the outset, or the family day trip will threaten to collapse under the weight of varying expectations even before the family car has left the driveway. On some days, simple variables like weather and traffic conspire against the best-laid plans for an enjoyable day.


  Perhaps no certain way exists to predict the hazards that may beset your family adventures, but Fun with the Family Connecticut will at least reduce them. Basically, this is a pre-sifted collection of destinations selected by a team of family-fun experts. All the treasures of Connecticut are, in fact, too numerous to be covered in a book this size—even in this thoroughly updated eighth edition. Some categories—annual fairs and festivals, for instance—could fill a book of their own. The selection process, therefore, was both objective and subjective. In some cases, inclusion represents a unique or outstanding attraction, superior facilities, or a broad range of appeal. Exclusion usually represents a decision to limit similar attractions within a certain radius or to reduce what might otherwise result in an overemphasis on one category in the book as a whole. Nearly every town in Connecticut, for example, has a wonderful historical society or historic home. Nearly every county has more than one nature center, bird sanctuary, or wildlife preserve. Christmas tree farms and pick-your-own farms are everywhere, as are toy shops, amusement arcades, and family-friendly eateries. The selection process has resulted in a final list of more than 400 attractions and events, nearly all of which were recently visited by the author and her team of experts. In addition to these are more than 300 suggestions for lodgings and restaurants. Your team of experts should peruse the options and pick those that suit you and your family best.


  Even a cursory look through the pages of this book will reveal an obvious emphasis on the state of Connecticut itself and on its varied attractions. Don’t be deceived, however. Less obviously, the spirit of the book resides in the heart of its title—it is a celebration of family and a celebration of fun within the context of that unit. How lucky you are that Connecticut is the tool you will use for insight into yourselves as a family. Not only will you learn much about science, nature, and history as you travel the picturesque byways of this pretty New England state, but you will also learn much about each other.


  As you read this guide, be assured that I have made every effort to be clear in my descriptions and evaluations of the attractions, restaurants, and accommodations selected for inclusion in these pages. I’ve made it my business to explore this state thoroughly and thoughtfully with the interests of children in mind. The task of writing this guide has been approached with both enthusiasm and integrity, and I’ve written the reviews of each entry as positively and fairly as I am able. No matter how appealing or interesting the reviews may seem, you alone as the user of this guide are best equipped to consider the ages, interests, dispositions, and physical and intellectual development of your children. You alone can decide whether a certain attraction may enchant and delight your children or frustrate and disappoint them. Fun with the Family Connecticut will, I hope, help you make happy choices, but be sure to trust your own instincts and knowledge of your family.


  Scientist and naturalist Rachel Carson wrote, “If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, the excitement, and the mystery of the world we live in.” In that vein, I invite you to use this travel guide to your own advantage. Urge each other toward new experiences. Challenge yourselves to explore what you have not yet discovered. Learn about a topic you have never been taught. Open your eyes to sights you have never before paused to consider. Most important, use this guide to nurture the curiosity, the playfulness, and the imagination of every member of your family. These are the gifts that will sustain you.


  Enjoy the journey.


  Attractions Key


  The following is a key to the icons found throughout the text.


  
    
      	SWIMMING
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  Fairfield County Gold Coast and Green Woods


  


  Widely known as Connecticut’s wealthiest, busiest, and most densely populated area, Fairfield County offers a distinctive mix of attractions that belies the stereotyped reputation that gave parts of it the nickname the Gold Coast. True, vast estates fight for space alongside sleek corporate headquarters and manicured suburban enclaves, but much more is also here along this coastal plain, the gateway to New England.


  Out-of-state visitors looking for a taste of New England within 60 miles of Manhattan can stop here to sample the Yankee charms of industry, prosperity, and abundance so evident in Fairfield County. This part of the state has long been popular as a playground for those seeking the forest, fields, and flowers in spring; the sea and sun in summer; the glorious foliage and bounties of the harvest in autumn; and the snowy serenity of the lanes and pastures in winter. Throughout the seasons, the famed Gold Coast offers a multifaceted gestalt of glitz and glade to suit all tastes and ages.


  TopPicks for fun in Fairfield County


  
    1. Stepping Stones Museum for Children

  


  
    2. Audubon Center of Greenwich

  


  
    3. Stamford Museum and Nature Center

  


  
    4. Schooner Soundwaters

  


  
    5. The Maritime Aquarium at Norwalk

  


  
    6. Sheffield Island Cruise and Lighthouse

  


  
    7. Westport Country Playhouse Family Festivities

  


  
    8. The Beardsley Zoological Gardens and Carousel

  


  
    9. Levitt Pavilion for the Performing Arts

  


  
    10. Squantz Pond State Park
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  Some families may wish to search for fun in the county’s metropolitan areas. The urban movers and shakers of Stamford, Norwalk, and Bridgeport woo travelers wary of the city by providing state-of-the-art museums, aquariums, playgrounds, and performing-arts stages equal to those in Boston and New York. Families adventuring among the city-based destinations will find well-marked streets, good lighting, safe parking, and top-notch facilities to ensure worry-free enjoyment of the city.


  Families on the lookout for activities centered on the aquatic and nautical delights of Long Island Sound will find myriad opportunities for fun on and in the waters off the Gold Coast. First-time visitors may want to get their feet wet, so to speak, aboard tour boats that range from an ecological research vessel to a steam-powered cross-Sound ferry or a replica three-masted schooner. Families with their own boats can enter the Sound at a score of docks, marinas, and public launching sites. Fishing charters, daylong and overnight cruises, and sailboat and kayak rentals can be arranged through many operators. Families content with simpler pleasures can take beach gear to any of several public areas for castle-building and beachcombing in the sand.


  When the charms of life on the water no longer float your boat, trade your sea legs for a landlubberly stroll through attractions wholly or partly dedicated to the marine and tidal ecosystem. You’ll gain Sound-related education at Greenwich’s Bruce Museum and at Norwalk’s Maritime Aquarium and the Stepping Stones Museum.


  Care to leave behind the bustle of both city and seaside? Fairfield County has hidden pleasures north of the I-95 and Route 1 highways. Nature centers, wildlife refuges, and bird sanctuaries also provide shelter for world-worn seekers of solitude.


  If you can’t go far, at least take the slow lane to the back roads of Greenwich, New Canaan, Stamford, Westport, and Fairfield. If you can, go farther—to Easton, Redding, Ridgefield, Bethel, Brookfield, and the roads that lace around Candlewood Lake in New Fairfield. A yearlong tribute to Mother Nature lies around each bend of these pretty-asa-picture roadways. Perfect for hiking, bicycling, and cross-country skiing, these trails, paths, and byways meander through maple and conifer forests, farmlands, and orchards, and alongside rivers, streams, and waterfalls. Far from the clamor to the south, families who take these roads less traveled can savor the joys of outdoor recreation in the Eastern Woodlands.


  A Heart-to-Heart Chat about Arteries


  Lower Fairfield County has some interesting road signage on its main arteries, signage that may prove confusing to newcomers. The three main routes that run the length of the county from its New York border on the west throughout the remainder of the county as it extends east are I-95 (also called the New England Thruway and the Connecticut Turnpike), the Merritt Parkway (SR 15), and Route 1 (also known as the Boston Post Road, the Post Road, King’s Highway, East or West Main Street or Avenue, or some other name altogether). All these roads run east–west, but they have signs that say they go north–south. This smacks of some twisted Yankee humor along the lines of “You can’t get there from here,” but it’s not. The roads are labeled that way because in general they lead north from New York and south from Boston. To confuse matters further, in Fairfield County the entrance signs to both the Merritt Parkway and I-95 usually read “North—New Haven” and “South—New York.” Pull out a map and look at the names of the towns and cities along both routes. Be sure that you know whether you intend to travel east or west to or through these towns. Then, when you hop up on the highway or parkway, go north if you mean to go east and go south if you wish to go west. It’s a perverse little system, ain’t it?


  A Word to the Driver


  The main arteries for visitors traveling through Fairfield County are also the main arteries for commuters traveling from their jobs in New York and New Haven to their bedrooms in suburbia. Traffic, especially northbound, on I-95 and the Merritt Parkway (Route 15) is nearly always heavy from 4 to 7 p.m. on weekdays year-round. Heavy-but-steady becomes stop-and-go or even bumper-to-bumper even earlier on Friday and before holidays from Memorial Day through Columbus Day as city dwellers hit the road in search of sun and fun in New England.


  Whenever possible, avoid I-95 and the Merritt during these hours. Instead, stay busy in one place—dinnertime is a convenient excuse for staying put—or take Route 1 if you must head out at this time.


  Should you become enmeshed in wall-to-wall machinery at some point, it is often best to stay on the road you have chosen—just rock steady with good tunes to pass the time. The other road is likely to be as crammed as the one you wish to exit, although switching can be effective if an accident has caused the delay. Tune the radio to a station with a traffic report and get the scoop. If you are near Stamford, Route 137 (Washington Boulevard to High Ridge Road) will take you between I-95 and the Merritt. In Norwalk, Route 7 or Route 53 will get you on a true north–south track between the two highways. In Fairfield, Route 58 (Black Rock Turnpike) connects the two roads, and in Bridgeport the Route 25 Connector at exit 27A is the route to take.


  Greenwich


  Visitors approaching Fairfield County from the New York border won’t have far to drive for a full day of family-perfect activities. Home to corporate executives, artists, writers, athletes, and actors, the prestigious town of Greenwich is enriched by the varied interests and talents of its wealthy inhabitants. Adding to Greenwich’s riches are its most beautiful assets: rolling hills, verdant woodlands, and 32 miles of shoreline along Long Island Sound and its estuaries. Although here, as elsewhere, much of the coast and woods is privately owned, there is plenty that visitors can share in this top-drawer community.
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  Bruce Museum of Arts and Science (ages 5 to 12)


  1 Museum Dr.; take I-95 exit 3 or Merritt exit 31; (203) 869-0376; www.brucemuseum.org. Open year-round, Tues to Sat 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun 1 to 5 p.m. Last admission at 4:30 p.m. Closed Mon and major holidays. $$; children under 5 free. Free to all on Tues.
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  One of the most sophisticated museums in the region, the Bruce houses approximately 15,000 objects in three categories: fine and decorative arts, cultural history, and environmental sciences. Pre-Columbian and Native American artifacts, American paintings, including Cos Cob Impressionist works, prints, and sculpture, French and American costumes, pottery, Tiffany glass, and more are in the art galleries. Changing exhibitions feature such diverse collections as textiles, dollhouses, photography, and mechanical banks.
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  In the permanent galleries, which focus on natural history and science from ancient to modern times, you’ll learn about the past 500 years of local history and ecology. The minerals gallery preserves a collection of ores, crystals, precious stones, and fluorescent minerals. An archaeological dig tucked into the coastal exhibit depicts the discovery of the Manakaway site on Greenwich Point and includes artifacts unearthed during the excavation. Interactive exhibits allow visitors to experience the evolution and ecology of Long Island Sound. These galleries also include a simulated wigwam of the Eastern Woodland Indians, a cross-section of a tidal marsh ecosystem, a marine touch tank, a diorama that takes audiences from dawn to dusk in a coastal woodland ecosystem, and an ecological awareness gallery focusing on tree and water communities.


  The Bruce offers a museum store and a continuous schedule of festivals, workshops, concerts, and children’s programs. The museum also runs a small nature center at the beach at Greenwich Point. Perfect for families with young children, the Seaside Center offers free educational activities about the environment for visitors of all ages. A touch tank is maintained at the site along with other modest displays on marine life, but the best parts of a visit here are the guided beach and marsh walks, sensory hikes, nature crafts, beach-seining activities, and environmental games. The Seaside Center is open from early July through late Aug on Wed through Sun from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. For information on its schedule of programs, check the website or call the museum. Nonresidents must pay the Greenwich Point Park day-use fees ($$$).
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  The Bruce Memorial Park and Playground (all ages)


  Immediately adjacent to the Bruce is a great place to rest, run, or picnic. Views of a tidal marsh and Long Island Sound provide the backdrop. Leave your car at the museum or park on the street. Free.


  
    The Beaches of Greenwich


    Responsible use and limited parking space have proven the best tools for protecting Greenwich’s beautiful coastal parks. Residents are required to purchase seasonal passes ($–$$$$); nonresidents willing to pay the day-use fees ($ admission per person, plus $$$ vehicle parking fee), charged only from May 1 through Oct 31, can enter the town beaches on any given day as long as parking spaces are available. Per-person park passes and daily vehicle parking passes must be purchased (by cash or check only) at the town hall or the Eastern Greenwich Civic Center; they are not available at the beaches or at the ferry dock. Daily per-person park passes are not required before 7 a.m. or after 5 p.m., even in the summer season, but you will still need to have a prepurchased vehicle parking pass to visit in the evening. The 147-acre park at Greenwich Point is a good bet for families. Excellent for fishing and bird watching, it also features a large swimming beach with concessions, restrooms, and play areas; the Seaside Center (see Bruce Museum entry); ponds; a seaside garden; an arboretum; and biking paths. Open from 6 a.m. to sunset, the park is connected to the mainland by a strip of land known as Tod’s Driftway. Take Sound Beach Avenue south 1.8 miles from Route 1 to a right turn on Shore Road, then onward to the park entrance. You can also go to Byram Park (Byram Shore Road) for the same fees. In addition to its beach, it has a freshwater pool and tennis courts. It opens at 9 a.m.


    Great fun, too, are the beaches at Great Captain’s Island and Little Captain’s Island. The ferry service (mid-June to Sept; $) at the Arch Street Dock takes visitors to Island Beach on the 3-acre island or to the more primitive 17-acre island, where families may enjoy swimming, picnicking, and walking the trail to the 19th-century lighthouse. To park at the ferry lots, board the ferry, and debark at the island beaches, you each must have a prepurchased daily park pass ($$), you each must pay the per-person ferry fare ($), and you must pay a vehicle parking fee ($$$) at the ferry lots. A family of two adults (16-64) and two children (5–15) will thus pay $50 for this opportunity. A concession operates on Little Captain’s Island, but pack a picnic and beverages for a day on Great Captain’s Island. If you would like to cruise the harbor and islands, you can take the ferry service’s two-hour Cruise to Nowhere, offered from early June through early Sept; all passengers pay one low fee ($$); children under 5 are free. Tickets are available at the Arch Street Dock from 10 a.m. on the day of the cruise; be sure to come for tickets early in the day. For more cruise and ferry service information, call (203) 661-5957, or to see the schedule go to www.greenwichct.org and click through the links to the Ferry Service pages. For information on daily park passes and vehicle parking passes, call the Park Pass Office at (203) 622-7817. To sort through all the details at your leisure, check www.greenwichct.org and click through the links to the Parks and Recreation pages.
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  Audubon Center of Greenwich (all ages)


  613 Riversville Rd. at John Street, Merritt exit 28; (203) 869-5272; http://greenwich.audubon.org. Open year-round Mon through Sat, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sun, noon to 5 p.m. Kimberlin Nature Education Center closed Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and January 1. $, free to National Audubon Society members.


  In Greenwich’s northern reaches, 15 miles of trails lead through 686 acres of woodlands, meadows, ponds, and streams, and 7 miles of trails are located on the 285 acres of the main sanctuary area on Riversville Road. Here too, the Kimberlin Nature Education Center houses an exhibit gallery, a demonstration beehive, a bird observation window, a model backyard wildlife habitat, and the excellent Nature Store.


  Several loop trails provide options for varying schedules and hiking abilities. None of the trails are strenuous, but some are moderately difficult. The Discovery Trail leads past a pond replete in summer with bullfrogs, duckweed, and dragonflies. Stay on the trail long enough and you’ll walk right across the top of a pretty waterfall at the edge of Mead Lake. The landscape here is extraordinarily pretty and restful, and the trees are among the most awesome specimens in Connecticut. Return in autumn for the spectacular foliage and for the annual hawk migration that can be observed from the Quaker Ridge Hawk Watch Site.


  Audubon Center offers hikes, bird-watching activities, butterfly programs, aquatic studies, day camps, and workshops for children and adults. Call or check the website for a calendar of these events.
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  Fairchild Connecticut Wildflower Garden (all ages)


  North Porchuck Road. Open daily, dawn to dusk. Free. Audubon Center visitors are welcome to walk the trails of a second parcel just a mile away on North Porchuck Road.


  This 135-acre tract offers 8 miles of trails through native flowering plants and ferns. Established by Benjamin Fairchild in the early 1900s as an example of naturalistic landscaping, Fairchild Garden is especially lovely in the spring. On the two properties, more than 900 species of plants, 35 species of mammals, and 160 species of birds have been recorded.


  
    Connecticut Art Trail


    A nationally recognized art trail links 15 Connecticut museums. Five sites are in Fairfield County, where some say the American Impressionism movement was born. Fourteen of the sites are covered in this book: the Bruce Museum (Greenwich), Bush-Holley House Museum (Greenwich), Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum (Ridgefield), Weir Farm National Historic Site (Wilton), Yale Center for British Art and Yale University Art Gallery (New Haven), Florence Griswold Museum (Old Lyme), Lyman Allyn Art Museum (New London), Wadsworth Atheneum (Hartford), Hill-Stead Museum (Farmington), William Benton Museum of Art (University of Connecticut/Storrs), Slater Memorial Museum (Norwich), Mattatuck Museum Arts and History Center (Waterbury), and the New Britain Museum of American Art (New Britain). For more information on the trail and special events, itineraries, and packages offered in association with each museum, check the website www.arttrail.org.
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  Greenwich Historical Society and Bush-Holley House Museum (ages 7 to 12)


  39 Strickland Rd. in Cos Cob; (203) 869-6899 (visitor center, ext.18); www.greenwichhistory.org. Gallery, visitor center, and house museum open year-round Wed through Sun, noon to 4 p.m. Bush-Holley House tours at, 1, 2, and 3 p.m. Wed through Sun from Mar through Dec and Fri through Sun only in Jan and Feb. Closed Easter, July 4, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and January 1. $$; children 6 and under free.


  If the visual arts or pre-Revolutionary history and colonial lifestyles interest you, visit this National Historic Landmark. Owned and operated by the Greenwich Historical Society, whose mission is to interpret the house and its uses through the past three centuries, the 1732 structure is a classic central-chimney saltbox. Once home to farmer and mill owner David Bush and later a boardinghouse operated by the Holley family, the house is also the site of one of the first American Impressionist art colonies. Childe Hassam and J. Alden Weir, among others, painted here from 1890 to 1925. Examples of their works are displayed, along with an authentic re-creation of Elmer MacRae’s studio and a fine collection of household implements, tools, furniture, and textiles. A charming visitor center orients families to the house as well as to the art colony and local history, and tour guides fashion the tours to families whenever children are present. Be sure to ask for the scavenger hunt game that enlivens the visit for youngsters. Changing exhibitions are launched annually; check the website to see if the current exhibit seems well suited to your family’s interests. Check there too for the calendar of family and school-vacation programs, which may include craft workshops, storytelling, and puppet shows, among other activities.


  Children may also attend the two-week Summer History and Art Camp ($$$$) to learn about 18th-century colonial life, history, and art. Designed for kids in grades two through seven each session is divided into a Colonial and Early American Week and an Art Colony Week. Hearth cooking, painting, drawing, printing, fishing, ice cream–making, and other art may be among the activities. Your family may also enjoy the summer farmers’ markets held here twice weekly and the free Candlelight Open House in mid-December, which offers costumed guides, refreshments, and entertainment from 4 to 7 p.m.; check the website for the dates.
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  Putnam Cottage (ages 7 to 12)


  243 East Putnam Ave. (Route 1); (203) 869-9697; www.putnamcottage.org. Tours from May through Nov on Sun from 1 to 4 p.m., or by appointment anytime. $, children under 12 free.


  Built circa 1692, Putnam Cottage was used during the Revolution as a meeting place of military leaders, including former resident Major General Israel Putnam, who was second in command to George Washington when, shortly after the Battle of Lexington, he led the Connecticut militia to Boston in 1776 and took on the British at the Battle of Bunker Hill. Once a colorful figure in Connecticut legend as well as a valiant military leader, Putnam also wintered with Revolutionary forces near Bethel (see entry on Putnam Memorial State Park), and he apparently slew Connecticut’s last wolf (see sidebar in Pomfret section of Windham County chapter). Children may enjoy visiting the house on the last Sunday in February for the reenactment of Putnam’s famous ride down the steep stone cliff east of the cottage; they will be delighted to see redcoats and rebels—in full regalia—skirmish on the grounds.


  On more ordinary Sundays, you can see Putnam’s desk, Bible, glasses, the mirror through which he supposedly saw the British coming, and his military uniform. The cottage, restored to appear as it might have looked in 1700, has unusual fish-scale shingles, fieldstone fireplaces, and an 18th-century herb garden on its pretty property.


  Where to Eat


  Meli-Melo. 362 Greenwich Ave.; (203) 629-6153. This very French, very friendly creperie is great fun for kids and the food is incredibly delicious. Try the ham and Swiss cheese crepe or the fabulous banana and Nutella wheat crepe. Magnifique. Fresh-made soups, salads, sorbets. Very festive juice bar. Open daily from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. $


  
    Garden Education


    If you and your children are among the many families enjoying the revival of home gardening, you may enjoy a visit to the Garden Education Center of Greenwich (130 Bible St. in Cos Cob; 203-869-9242; www.gecgreenwich.org). Incorporated into the 200-acre Montgomery Pinetum, which offers lovely walking trails, it is dedicated to promoting horticulture, conservation, and the arts through varied educational programs and special events. An art gallery, a gift shop (open weekdays, 9:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.), and a greenhouse (open Mon, Wed, Thurs, and Fri from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.) are on the grounds.

  


  Pasta Vera. 48 Greenwich Ave.; (203) 661-9705. Open daily for lunch (except on Sun) and dinner, this is the best place for pasta and pizza. Adults will enjoy favorites with excellent sauces. Paninis, salads, soups, tons of takeout. $–$$


  Penang Grill. 55 Lewis St.; (203) 861-1988. This popular and inexpensive Malaysian restaurant will suit any food explorers with a taste for spicy Thai/Indonesian/Chinese favorites. Lunch and dinner daily. $–$$


  Pizza Factory. 380 Greenwich Ave.; (203) 661-5188; www.pizzafactorygreenwich.com. This cheerful, casual place with red-checked tablecloths and deep-dish and thin-crust pies also offers salads, pastas, paninis, and calzones; perfect for families. Lunch and dinner daily. $–$$$


  Where to Stay


  Delamar Greenwich. 500 Steamboat Rd.; (203) 661-9800; www.thedelamar.com. This luxury hotel on Greenwich Harbor offers 82 deluxe rooms and suites among other top-quality services and amenities, plus, from June through Oct, complimentary harbor cruises on a vintage yacht. $$$$


  Harbor House Inn. 165 Shore Rd., Old Greenwich; (203) 637-0145; www.hhinn.com. 23 rooms including 3 suites (one roomy enough for families of five) in Victorian mansion near sandy beach. Private baths, some with whirlpool, complimentary breakfast. Bicycles available. Open year-round and very welcoming to children. $$$$


  Hyatt Regency Greenwich. 1800 East Putnam Ave., Old Greenwich; (203) 637-1234 or (800) 233-1234. Luxurious, tasteful, convenient to everything. 373 rooms (13 suites), restaurants, fitness room, indoor pool, day spa. Complimentary continental breakfast. $$$$


  Stanton House Inn. 76 Maple Ave.; (203) 869-2110. 22 rooms, plus 2 suites, in vintage mansion close to town. Breakfast included. Private baths, outdoor pool, beach passes. $$$$


  Stamford


  The glitziest city in Fairfield County and the second largest in the state, Stamford offers excellent opportunities for family fun in both its southern and northern extremes, along with a handful of lesser-known choices in between. In the city’s center, just 5 miles east of Greenwich, museums, galleries, performing arts centers, shops, and restaurants sprinkled among the downtown corporate office towers sparkle with a sophisticated vitality. Down by the shoreline, brightly polished since some coastal blight was cleared away 20 years ago, visitors play at glittering marinas, on sun-washed beaches, and on the waves of the Sound. In the coming decade, a huge waterfront redevelopment, on a 90-acre site called Harbor Point, promises to draw even more attention toward the shore, as office buildings, hotels, and residential and retail spaces rise near the water, along with new marinas and parks. And if none of that thrills you, the city’s northern hills hold the hidden pleasures of Stamford’s surprising woodlands. In every season, there’s a reason to visit Stamford.
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  Stamford Center for the Arts (all ages)


  The Rich Forum, 307 Atlantic St.; The Palace Theatre, 61 Atlantic St.; box office (203) 325-4466 or offices (203) 358-2305; www.scalive.org. $$$–$$$$.


  The Rich Forum and the Palace Theatre add a dash of panache to Stamford’s cultural attractions. Opened in 1992, the Rich Forum is a performing arts and communications complex that includes the 757-seat Truglia Theatre and the intimate Leonhardt Studio. Its elegant Rossi Salon offers a panoramic view of downtown, and its Rosenthal Gallery overlooks the lush Mercede Promenade, its main lobby that also serves as a performance space. From September through June, the Rich Forum hosts highly acclaimed theater productions featuring top performers from around the world. Many of these full-stage performances from Broadway and London are suitable for the whole family.


  The Palace Theatre is a fully restored architectural masterpiece with incredible acoustics. Permanent home to the Stamford Symphony Orchestra, the Connecticut Grand Opera, the New England Lyric Operetta Company, the Stamford City Ballet, and the Connecticut Ballet, the Palace offers single-night or short-run performances of music, dance, drama, and other family entertainment such as circuses, magic shows, and musical comedies. The Palace also offers a variety of arts infusion programs, classes, and workshops in the summer for children ages 4 through 20 with interests in the dramatic arts. Check the Education page of the website for a list of the current programs.
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  Curtain Call Theater at the Sterling Farms Theatre Complex (ages 8 to 12)


  1349 Newfield Ave.; (203) 329-8207; www.curtaincallinc.com. Open year-round. $$$–$$$$.


  Specializing in theater for the lighthearted, Curtain Call does four main-stage productions each year, along with musicals and interactive murder mysteries. Ticket prices may be the best theater bargain in the state; subscriptions are even better deals; students pay half the adult price—so just $14 per show. Both stages have comfortable seating and recently improved sight lines. The cabaret-style Dressing Room Theatre stages several classics each season, for audiences who bring their own dinner, snacks, and beverages to the show. In the Kweskin Theatre, full-scale musical productions such as 1776, Annie, Noises Off, and A Chorus Line entertained audiences of all ages in the 2010–2011 season. Ask about the appropriateness of individual shows if you’d like to take young children.
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  Schooner SoundWaters and SoundWaters Coastal Education Center (all ages)


  For schedules and information on both schooner and education center, see www.soundwaters.org. Schooner: dock S1, Brewer yacht Haven Marina, on Batemen Way at the foot of Washington Boulevard. All cruises $$$$ per person. (Note: No children under the age of 5 are allowed aboard the SoundWaters; sunset cruises are intended for adults, and alcohol may be brought aboard.) Reservations and advance payment are required; call (203) 406-3335. For weather and sail updates, call the Schooner hotline at (203) 406-3333. Education Center: 1281 Cove Rd. in Cove Island Park; (203) 323-1978; open Tues through Sat, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. From Labor Day to Memorial Day, parking at Cove Island is free both to Stamford residents and nonresidents. In season, day visitors must pay a parking fee to enter Cove Island; registrants for camps and multi session programs receive parking passes.


  If the smell of the salt breeze draws you toward the water, try to catch a ride on the 80-foot SoundWaters, a replica of a three-masted sharpie schooner that offers two-anda-half-hour public cruises from early June to mid-Oct. Led by trained naturalists, the afternoon cruises focus on the ecology, history, culture, and future of Long Island Sound. You can help raise the sails, haul in the trawl net, and examine the catch in four stations that focus on various aspects of marine life and ecology.


  The SoundWaters Coastal Education Center is located at Cove Island Park (see Cove Island Park sidebar). History, natural science, and marine and maritime exhibits are among the displays here. Aquarium tanks showcase freshwater and saltwater creatures; come to see the fish get fed every Saturday at 1 p.m. Check the website for the calendar of family arts and ecology programs, concerts, special events, guided canoe trips, and summer day and overnight camps.
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  Stamford Museum and Nature Center (all ages)


  39 Scofieldtown Rd.; (203) 322-1646; www.stamfordmuseum.org. Open year-round. Museum and galleries: Mon through Sat and holidays, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sun 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Heckscher Farm and Nature’s Playground: daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Planetarium shows on the second Sun of each month year-round at 3 p.m.; $, plus museum entrance fee. Observatory hours, weather permitting, are 8 to 10:30 p.m. from May 1 to Labor Day; $ with no entrance fee. Museum and Nature Center, $$; children 4 to 17, $; children 3 and under free.


  This 118-acre property has features like no other Connecticut park. Heckscher Farm, for instance, is a working 19th-century farm re-creation that includes a 1750 barn on hillside pastureland, a working organic garden, and 50 animals, including cows, horses, pigs, goats, chickens, geese, and sheep. In its midst is a country store and a tiny gem of an exhibit dedicated to 18th- and 19th-century farm life and tools. The Overbrook Nature Center is an information hub with exhibits that orient visitors to the site and serves as a starting point for the center’s full calendar of programs, guided walks, and self-guided hikes. Its award-winning Nature’s Playground is a wooded 1-acre children’s play area with elaborate—and completely fun—nature-based exploration areas. Dig in a sandpit for fossil and dinosaur bone replicas; discover insect galleries and honeycombs; climb into a hawk’s nest; rest in a chipmunk burrow; slide down an otters’ slide; make a dam; race a boat; explore a tree house, a beaver lodge replica, and a rope spider’s web. The Animal Embassy is an environmental education center with live exotic animals; demonstrations are commonplace when the exhibit is open Tues through Sun from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. In addition to those outdoor areas are 3 miles of woodland trails that include a pond habitat with a picnic area, a streamside boardwalk with benches, handrails, braille signs, sensory stations, and the quarter-mile universally accessible Wheels in the Woods trail. The center’s trails also connect to those of the adjacent Bartlett Arboretum.


  
    Cove Island Park


    A single paper bill with an image of Andrew Jackson on it will buy your family a whole day’s access to Cove Island Park, one of the state’s best beach bargains. Along with two sandy beaches and wide lawns for kite-flying, outdoor games, and general lolling about, you’ll also find shaded picnic areas, a mile-long loop trail for walking and running, a rollerblading/bicycling path, a playground, fishing and bird-watching areas, a Long Island Sound interpretive trail with marker exhibits, and even a tram that takes you to these places and spaces. The SoundWaters Coastal Education Center is also here (see separate entry), providing exhibits on the salt marsh, intertidal mudflats, and estuarine embayments of the Sound, Holly Pond, and the Cove River. From Memorial Day weekend until Labor Day, nonresident daily passes to the park can be purchased at the park gate from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. There’s no charge after Labor Day.

  


  Inside the Bendel Mansion is the Stamford Museum, with fine art exhibitions, Americana, and nature exhibits. Several dioramas are the highlight of its Native American gallery, which includes artifacts from four major North American Indian groups. All exhibitions include a children’s corner that makes each topic understandable to youngsters. The museum is also home to a planetarium and an observatory with the largest telescope east of the Mississippi.


  Held among all these areas are many annual events and regularly occurring weekly programs. Sunday Explorers, from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m., is a drop-in program offering staff-led and self-guided activities on a different topic each week. Astronomy Nights at the Observatory on selected Fri evenings offer exploration of the night sky, planets, and stars. Come back throughout the year for such events as Spring on the Farm Day, a Harvest Festival, Maple Sugar Sunday, and Dolls, Toys, and Teddy Bears, a holiday event. Along with monthly Outdoor Adventures programs and summer camps, these events are all listed on the website calendar.
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  Bartlett Arboretum and Gardens (all ages)


  151 Brookdale Rd.; (203) 322-6971; www.bartlettarboretum.org. Open year-round, daily, 9 a.m. to sunset. Visitor center open 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Mon through Fri, except on holidays. Greenhouse open weekdays only from 9:30 to 11 a.m. Adults, $$; free to children under 12. Leashed pets are welcome. Access for people with mobility impairments is limited; call ahead to arrange accommodation to any special needs.


  Just down the road from the Stamford Nature Center is this gorgeous state-owned arboretum, recently improved in beautiful and inventive ways. Within the sanctuary of natural-growth oak, maple, beech, and hickory woodlands and wetlands are a conifer garden, a native wildflower garden, and a nut tree collection. Five miles of trails help families to explore. A shallow reflecting pond at the end of the Woodland Trail is a perfect destination for young children, as is the boardwalk that leads through the red maple Swamp Trail. The self-guided Ecology Trail combines portions of each of these trails. Pick up a guidebook at the visitor center so you can enjoy the descriptions of 27 stations along the trail. (“Bee” sure to check out the arboretum’s honeybee hives in the wildflower meadow.)


  If your group includes children under 12, borrow a nature activity backpack from the visitor center before you set out on a walk. Crayons, scratch pads, a magnifying glass, and a wonderful set of cards with games and activity suggestions enhance the experience for the whole family.


  Take a stroll through the greenhouse to see its incredible cacti and succulents, and stop at the visitor center to see its rotating art exhibitions.


  By summer 2011 the arboretum’s Silver Education Center should be up and running. Among its excellent camps, after-school, and drop-in programs ($$$$) for children ages 5 to 10 are Summer Fridays (9 a.m. to noon), when children are engaged in such themed experiences as vegetable gardening, pond ecology, birding, and composting. The arboretum also offers one-hour guided walks suitable for the whole family throughout the year, typically on Sun at 11:15 a.m. and sometimes at twilight on Thurs. A donation is suggested. Check the website for a schedule of these walks. An annual Garden Fair is offered in early May, and two concert series ($) suitable for the whole family are held every Sun in July and Aug. Pack a picnic and come for Morning Music from 10 to 11 or Evening Music from 5 to 7. Check the website for concert dates and event details.


  Where to Eat


  Brasitas. 954 East Main St.; (203) 323-3176. This friendly, welcoming establishment is casual enough for families and delicious enough for anyone. The Caribbean/Latin American fare includes child-friendly quesadillas, empanaditas, wraps, corn cakes, tacos, soups, and salads. Fresh, wholesome, and delightful at lunch and dinner daily, inside the cozy dining room or outside in warm weather. $$–$$$


  City Limits Diner. 135 Harvard Ave.; (203) 348-7000. Delightfully retro and refreshingly contemporary choices are on the huge menu at this absolutely sparkling 1950s-style establishment attached to the La Quinta Inn. Perfect for families, it seats 220 for casual snacks, breakfasts, lunches, and dinners at typically modest diner prices. Open 7 a.m. to 11 p.m. Sun through Thurs and until midnight on weekends. $–$$$


  Tat’s on Summer. 184 Summer St.; (203) 325-2222. This busy, cheerful all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet right downtown provides lunch daily from 11:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. and dinner daily from 4:30 p.m. Children’s meals are discounted 25 percent to 50 percent, depending on their age. $


  Where to Stay


  Courtyard by Marriott Stamford Downtown. 275 Summer St.; (203) 358-8822. 115 rooms, including suites with whirlpool baths or terrace balconies, in the heart of downtown. $$$$


  Holiday Inn Stamford Downtown. 700 East Main St.; (203) 358-8400. 372 newly renovated rooms, 3 suites, restaurant, fitness room, indoor pool. $$$$


  La Quinta Inn & Suites. 135 Harvard Ave.; (203) 357-7100. 158 rooms; 30 suites. Restaurant, fitness room, indoor pool. Continental breakfast. $$$$


  Stamford Marriott Hotel & Spa. 243 Tresser Blvd.; (203) 357-9555. 508 units, including 6 suites, fitness room, sauna, indoor and outdoor pools. Lower weekend rates. $$$$


  New Canaan


  Exquisite in nearly every way is the gracious and affluent suburb of New Canaan, just 8 miles northeast of downtown Stamford via Route 137 or 106. Its busy village center is chock-full of boutiques, restaurants, bakeries, and bookstores, many of which are specially designed to fulfill the whims of children. If you hate malls but love to shop, spend a day in New Canaan. Two of the best downtown places are luckily paired: Be sure to browse at Elm Street Books (35 Elm St.; 203-966-4545) and take whatever you buy to Rosie (27 Elm St.; 203-966-8998), just next door. Pull up a few chairs to the window-seat banquettes to read while you eat. When you are rested and refreshed, stash your books in a backpack and explore two of Fairfield County’s treasures.
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  New Canaan Nature Center (all ages)


  144 Oenoke Ridge; (203) 966-9577; www.newcanaannature.org. Discovery Center and gift shop open year-round, Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Closed on major holidays. Trails and grounds open daily, dawn to dusk. Free.


  A respite from the thrust and parry of lower Fairfield County’s version of civilization, the Nature Center’s 40 acres of diverse habitats include 2 miles of trails and boardwalk through meadow, woods, and marsh. Its compact size makes the center accessible to small children while remaining of interest to older visitors.


  Outside are a Birds of Prey exhibit and an Animal Care Building for the rehabilitation of injured creatures, as well as a solar greenhouse, a bird-watching platform, two ponds, a wildflower garden, a butterfly field, a maple syrup shed, an orchard, a cider house, and an herb garden. Inside the visitor center, the excellent Discovery Room offers exhibits and activities in the natural sciences. See a living bee colony, crawl through a “burrow,” make leaf rubbings, handle animal homes and hides, or make animal tracks with rubber stamps and ink. Learn about soil, seeds, minerals, geology, migration, and animal defense mechanisms; check out snakes, newts, turtles, and fish in several habitat tanks.


  The Education Building and Annex are used for the center’s nature nursery-school program for children ages 3 to 5 and for natural-science birthday parties, after-school activity programs, and parent-child programs. Check the website for details of these, plus the full slate of walks, day camps, live animal demonstrations, and occasional hiking trips.


  Check also for the dates of such annual events as the marvelous Fall Fair (mid-October), Winter Wonderland (mid-December), and Syrup Saturday (early February).
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  New Canaan Historical Society (ages 7 to 12)


  13 Oenoke Ridge; (203) 966-1776; www.nchistory.org. The Town House is open to the public year-round, Tues through Sat from 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. On Sat only, the building closes from 12:30 to 2 p.m. The other buildings are open for docent-led tours by appointment. Donation.


  This complex includes five buildings housing seven museums and a library. The Town House includes a library and exhibition room; a Costume Museum that spans 200 years of American life; and the Cody Drug Store, which contains fixtures, salves, ointments, scrip books, patent medicines, and even the ice cream parlor from the original 1845 store, once on New Canaan’s Main Street. The 1764 Hanford-Silliman House, furnished in the style of its 18th- and 19th-century inhabitants, includes a beautiful collection of dolls, toys, and quilts. The Tool Museum houses the tools of the housewright, cabinetmaker, wheelwright, wainwright, tanner, farmer, cooper, farrier, and shoemaker. The fully operational New Canaan Hand Press is a re-creation of a 19th-century printing office; the 1878 John Rogers Studio and Museum, dedicated to the famed “people’s sculptor” of the same name, houses a fine collection of Rogers’s work actually sculpted in the studio. The 1799 Rock School is an original, fully furnished New Canaan one-room schoolhouse. On the town’s Irwin Park property is Gores Pavilion, a mid-century-modern structure that serves as a museum of modern architecture with a focus on New Canaan’s notable architectural legacy of Modernist homes.


  The society offers living-history reenactments and encampments, after-school workshops, and special event days (such as an annual ice cream social) when all buildings are open to the public. Call ahead to arrange a family tour of all the buildings.


  Where to Eat


  Garelick and Herbs. 97 Main St.; (203) 972-8200. Great eat-here or take-out sandwiches, soups, baked goods, salads. Open Mon through Sat, 8 a.m. to 7 p.m.; 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Sun. $


  Gates. 10 Forest St.; (203) 966-8666. Just outside the village, this place is colorful and noisy, the food is excellent and original, and a children’s menu keeps youngsters happy. Lunch Mon through Sat; dinner daily; Sun brunch. $–$$$


  Reid’s Country Kitchen. 17 Elm St.; (203) 966-6163. A charming blast from the past, this old-fashioned malt shop/cafe has been serving American comfort food for more than 50 years. Open daily from 7 a.m., serving everything families like best, three meals a day. $


  Rosie. 27 Elm St.; (203) 966-8998. Stop at this merry place for breakfast, lunch, or carrot cake, which certainly counts as a nutritious meal all by itself. A classic American children’s menu includes scrumptious house-made mac and cheese; lunches include fresh soups, great paninis, and wonderful and whimsical cupcakes. Don’t miss it—and buy a book next door on your way out or in. Open Tues through Sun. $–$$


  Taste of Asia. 73 Elm St.; (203) 966-8830. This spotless eatery offers Szechuan-style cuisine, a handmade-noodle bar, and usually on weekends only, Shang-hai dim sum. Open daily for lunch and dinner. $–$$. If it’s SRO here, try Plum Tree (70 Main St.) or Ching’s Table (64 Main St.).


  Where to Stay


  The Roger Sherman Inn. 195 Oenoke Ridge; (203) 966-4541. This classic country inn offers deluxe accommodations in luxury rooms and suites welcoming to families; rollaway beds and cribs are available. Complimentary continental breakfast as well as fine dining ($$$$) daily in an award-winning restaurant. $$$$


  Norwalk


  Even were the city not chock-full of terrific attractions, Norwalk’s interesting history and charming coastline would make it a perfect family destination. As it is jam-packed with all these qualities, however, there is no doubt that Norwalk is one of Connecticut’s most popular cities with tourists. This guide includes only the top attractions and events in town. The city’s center is 7 miles east of downtown Stamford and 5 miles south of the center of New Canaan.
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  The Maritime Aquarium at Norwalk (all ages)


  10 North Water St.; (203) 852-0700; www.maritimeaquarium.org. Open daily except Thanksgiving and Christmas Day. Regular hours are 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; from July 1 to Labor Day open until 6 p.m. Environmental Education Center; cafeteria; museum store. Seal feedings: 11:45 a.m. and 1:45 and 3:45 p.m. daily; shark feedings: 12:40 p.m. on Sun. IMAX films: see website for shows and schedule. Admission charged to the aquarium alone, to the IMAX alone, or to both together. $$–$$$, children under 2 are free.


  The flagship of the artsy SoNo neighborhood, this aquarium/theater/maritime museum is a celebration of the fragile ecosystems of Long Island Sound and its estuaries. Overlooking Norwalk Harbor, this attraction includes 22 aquariums with more than 125 species of marine life.


  Stroll from one habitat re-creation to another, beginning at the salt marsh and culminating at a 110,000-gallon tank with sharks, stingrays, and other creatures of the open ocean. Watch harbor seals swim in a pool and river otters tumble and slide in a simulated woodland and shoreline habitat. View the underwater ballet of loggerhead sea turtles, and handle sea stars, horseshoe crabs, and other tidal pool inhabitants in a touch tank.


  In the maritime museum area, watch crafters build wooden boats in the centuries-old tradition of New England boatbuilders. Discover the names and uses of boats such as the dory, sandbagger, and sharpie as you learn about marine navigation and Norwalk’s oyster industry.


  Changing exhibitions and related programs are frequent and wonderful. Birthday parties and overnight visits can also be arranged. Special events, lectures, camps, and workshops are commonplace here, and many are tailored to children of specific or all ages.


  Before you go home, watch both classic and current IMAX films, well known for their dramatic you-are-there effects.


  
    All Aboard the Oceanic


    The Maritime Aquarium offers two-and-a-half-hour public marine-life study cruises on its research vessel, the 40-foot trawler Oceanic. On winter weekends from December through March, see the seals that inhabit the Sound during the coldest months. In summer, learn about the ecology of the Sound as you collect water samples, haul a trawl net, and examine the catch in the shipboard touch tank. Summer cruises leave daily at 1 p.m. from July 1 through Labor Day and on Sat only in May, June, Sept, and Oct. Board the Oceanic at the aquarium’s dock on the Norwalk River near the IMAX theater entrance. Make reservations online at www.maritimeaquarium.org or call (203) 852-0700, extension 2206. $$$$.
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  Sheffield Island Cruise and Lighthouse Tour (all ages)


  Seaport Dock, just south of the Maritime Aquarium at the corner of Washington and Water Streets; call the Norwalk Seaport Association (203-838-9444) for schedule, information, and reservations, which are highly recommended, or check www.seaport.org. On weekends and holidays, from early May through mid-September, cruises depart at 11 a.m., 2 p.m., and 3:30 p.m.; on weekdays from mid-June through Labor Day, cruises depart at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. Seating is first come, first served. Arrive a half-hour early to allow time for parking in the nearby Maritime lot. Adults, $$$$; children 4 to 12, $$$; children under 4, $.


  Join up to 49 passengers on a single-deck covered catamaran for a 45-minute narrated cruise to the outermost of the Norwalk Islands, where one can disembark for beachcombing, bird watching, picnicking, or touring the 1868 stone lighthouse.


  On the outbound trip, the knowledgeable crew and captain offer lively stories about the wildlife areas of Norwalk Harbor, the historical details on landmark structures, and the legends of the islands.


  Once on dry land at Sheffield Island, passengers can spend time as they choose. Most folks take the tour of the lighthouse. Several of its 10 rooms are open to the public, and four flights of stairs lead to the lovely black-capped light tower. Decommissioned in 1902, when a new light was built a quarter-mile inshore, the original light is no longer in the tower. If you prefer to relax in the tranquility of an island idyll, bring along a picnic and spread a blanket in the 3-acre picnic grove for a leisurely lunch or brunch. Limited refreshments (water, chips, and such) are sold on the island, so you may want to bring snacks. You can also swim (at your own risk—no lifeguards are here) or comb the beach. An environmentally friendly restroom is on the island.


  The 60-acre island also includes the Stewart B. McKinney National Wildlife Refuge. Within its boundaries is a 2,000-foot nature trail with an observation deck, or you can encircle the refuge by walking the perimeter of the island. Don’t forget to note the time your cruise will depart if you set out on such an excursion: The last cruise departs the island at 5:15 p.m. on weekdays and 5:45 p.m. on weekends and holidays. The seating area on the catamaran is covered to protect you from sun, wind, or inclement weather. A bathroom and a snack-and-drinks bar add to your comfort. Check the website for the schedule of sunset cruises and such special family events as Christmas in July and a haunted lighthouse cruise.
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  Lockwood-Mathews Mansion Museum (ages 6 and up)


  295 West Ave., in Mathews Park, near the junction of I-95 (exit 14 North or exit 15 South) and Route 7; (203) 838-9799; www.lockwoodmathewsmansion.com. Open Apr 1 through Dec 31, Wed through Sun from noon to 4 p.m., with tours at noon, 1, 2, and 3 p.m. Closed on major holidays. Gift shop. $$, children 8 and under free.


  If any child in your family would like to see a castle, come here. A National Historic Landmark, this remarkable four-story stone chateau redefines splendor and elegance. Originally built in 1864 for Legrand Lockwood, Wall Street investment banker and railroad magnate, the lavish Victorian mansion features the craftsmanship of the finest American and European artisans of the time. Incredibly fine inlaid woodwork, marble floors, frescoed walls, gold-leaf ceilings, crystal chandeliers, and fine decorative arts (such as charming music boxes the tour guides will play for you) are found throughout the 62 rooms that surround the mansion’s magnificent skylit octagonal rotunda. You can even come for a special Underbelly Tour of the astonishing basement, with its brick ovens, wine cellar, vault, and bowling alley.


  
    SoNo Historic District and SoNo Arts Celebration


    Like the Sheffield Island lighthouse, this waterfront area is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and its comeback from decay is a tribute to the city of Norwalk. Centered on Washington, Water, and South Main Streets, SoNo is a picturesque neighborhood of boutiques, restaurants, galleries, and interesting attractions. The SoNo Switch Tower Museum, at 77 Washington St., tucked high above the roadway at the railroad overpass, is an interesting slice of history. At this circa 1896 switch tower for the New Haven Railroad, learn how these towers switched trains from one track to another and see the only Armstrong switch lever machine in the state. For more information on this historic structure, call its visitor center at (203) 246-6958 or check www.westctnrhs.org/tower.htm. It is open weekends from noon to 5 p.m., May through Oct. Free.


    If you like the arts, come to SoNo during August for the free three-day SoNo Arts Celebration. Hundreds of juried fine artists exhibit their work in a sidewalk show spanning several blocks. Live-music performances, an antique auto parade, storytelling, dance exhibitions, a film fest, and a giant puppet parade are all part of the festivities. The children’s area has hands-on projects designed for young artists. Similar events and festivities occur at the Splash! Festival held annually in June for free ; a real treat among the many harbor-front activities is the Hong Kong–style dragon boat race. For information on the neighborhood and its events, call (203) 866-7916 or visit www.southnorwalk.com.

  


  Hour-long guided tours of the most impressive of the mansion’s rooms are preceded by a short film describing the house’s ongoing restoration. Annual events include a wonderful flea market (free admission) on the fourth Sunday in August. Other exhibitions, festivals, lectures, and special tours are held each year; check the website for current information.
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  Stepping Stones Museum for Children (ages 1 to 10)


  303 West Ave., in Mathews Park; (203) 899-0606; www.steppingstonesmuseum.org. Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily from late June through Labor Day; from the day after Labor Day through late June, open Tues from 1 to 5 p.m. and Wed through Sun from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Also open on most Monday holidays. Closed on January 1, Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. $$, children under age 1 are free.


  One of the most popular attractions in the state for families with young children is this marvelous interactive learning center. Designed to meet the intellectual, physical, and emotional needs of young children and based on the idea that children learn best through hands-on investigation and discovery, this museum is a “please touch” fantasyland. Firmly rooted in down-to-earth philosophies regarding a child’s sense of wonder and curiosity, Stepping Stones branches upward and outward from the point of view that kids love to and need to use all their senses as they learn.


  In diverse exhibits that explore the arts, science and technology, and culture and heritage, children can immerse themselves in sensory-rich environments guaranteed to educate as well as entertain. The museum’s only permanent exhibit is its entrancing Color Coaster, a 27-foot-tall kinetic sculpture in constant motion near the entrance to this wonderland, which underwent a renovation and expansive addition in 2010. Beyond the coaster are an engaging and exciting variety of new and favorite learning labs, galleries, theaters, and outdoor play, discovery, and learning areas.


  Indoor and outdoor activities, theater performances, concerts, workshops, and a parent-teacher resource center are among the unique aspects of this museum. The Age of Reason museum store is beyond excellent, and the Stepping Stones Cafe provides inexpensive snacks and light meals. Stepping Stones is a sure bet for families.
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  The Norwalk Museum (ages 8 and up)


  41 North Main St. at Marshall; (203) 866-0202; www.norwalkct.org/norwalkmuseum. Open year-round Wed through Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. Reference library. Free.


  The small but innovative Norwalk Museum seeks to educate and entertain visitors by presenting the past hundred or so years of Norwalk history from a commercial and artistic point of view. Located in a historic building a block from the Maritime Aquarium, the museum’s Merchants’ Court gallery celebrates goods invented or manufactured in Norwalk. From hats to scales to high-powered binoculars to light fixtures, each display brings to mind the glory days of local artisans and industries that added to the city’s economy. The Dunne’s Hardware exhibit re-creates the authentic interior of a store that existed in the city from 1912 to 2003. The Lockwood Gallery of changing exhibitions has more of an artistic focus, typically with Norwalk or Connecticut themes.


  
    Aw, Shucks! Oysters!


    Another of Norwalk’s famed festivals is the Norwalk Oyster Festival, held annually the weekend after Labor Day. Celebrating Long Island Sound and its seafaring past, the waterfront events include an arts and crafts show, tall ship tours, an oyster shucking contest, and the typical foods and hoopla of summer festivals. Call (203) 838-9444. $–$$, children under 5 are free.

  


  Where to Eat


  Chocopologie. 12 South Main St.; (203) 838-3131. This lively cafe proves that chocolate is a food group. It serves breakfast (all day), lunch, and dinner (soups, sandwiches, salads, quiche), but best of all are the handmade chocolates. Yum. Come watch the process that takes place in the chocolate workshop. $–$$


  Fat Cat Pie Co. 9 Wall St.; (203) 523-0389. At lunch and dinner, thin-crust pizza artfully designed to your specs with seasonal, often-organic, and locally made “toppers.” Great soups and organic salads, and, steps away at Fat Cat Joe, coffees of all sorts, plus breakfast pies and great breads. $


  Lime. 168 Main Ave.; (203) 846-9240. Come here for delicious natural foods and vegetarian specials from the simple to the gourmet. Soups, salads, excellent breads, and Middle Eastern and Mediterranean specialties, plus seafood, steak, chicken, and grilled cheese and nachos. Lunch and dinner Mon through Sat; dinner only on Sunday. $–$$$


  Lushe’s SoNo Diner. 70 North Main St.; (203) 354-9474. Seemingly open ’round the clock and perfect for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for families, this retro-styled space offers extensive children’s entrée choices, plus classic dessert faves like banana splits, rice pudding, and real ice cream sodas. $–$$


  Strada 18. 122 Washington St.; (203) 853-4546. For pizza and calzones that are a little more gourmet in a setting that is a little more adult, come here for thin crusts and inventive toppings, good salad combos, great gelato, house-made sorbets, and biscotti. Lunch and dinner daily, noon to 9:30 p.m. (later on weekends). $–$$$


  Where to Stay


  Courtyard by Marriott-Norwalk. 474 Main Ave.; (203) 849-9111 or (800) 647-7578. 145 units, restaurant, fitness room, indoor pool. $$$$
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  Hilton Garden Inn Norwalk. 560 Main Ave.; (203) 523-4000. This award-winning hotel offers 170 luxurious rooms with fridge, microwave, and coffeemaker. $$$$


  Norwalk Inn & Conference Center. 99 East Ave.; (203) 838-5531 or (800) 303-0808. 69 units, restaurant, fitness room, coffee shop, outdoor pool. Complimentary full breakfast on weekdays. $$$$


  Wilton


  First settled by Europeans in 1651 and later established as a parish of Norwalk in 1726 by a group of 40 families, Wilton remains, in the 21st century, a small town of 27 square miles in the Norwalk River Valley. Mostly residential, it is a generally quiet place with some quint-essentially New England features that visiting families may enjoy. Two such attractions are described in some detail in the following paragraphs, but for those who may spend a weekend or more in this vicinity, mention is due of the Wilton Historical Society’s Heritage Museum (224 Danbury Rd.; 203-762-7257). At this site are two historic homes that showcase an extensive collection of decorative arts and domestic implements from 1740 through 1900. Between them, the 1757 Raymond-Fitch House and the 1735 Betts-Sturges-Blackmar House contain 12 period rooms furnished to show the passage of time through Wilton’s early history. Locally made stoneware and redware plus an extensive collection of costumes, textiles, dolls, toys, and dollhouses are also displayed. Both homes host special events and exhibitions throughout the year.
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  Weir Farm National Historic Site (ages 5 and older)


  735 Nod Hill Rd.; (203) 834-1896; www.nps.gov/wefa. Except for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day, the grounds are open daily year-round dawn to dusk. Visitor center open Wed through Sun from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. from May through Oct, and Thurs through Sun from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. from Nov through Apr. Walking tours May through Oct, Wed through Sun at 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. and on Wed, Fri, and Sun at 1 p.m. Check the website for the walking-tour schedule in colder months. On Thurs and Sat at 1 p.m., year-round
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