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On the surface, it's a town flexing its culturally enhanced muscles: Gift shops housed in windmills sell music boxes and Christmas plates; a half dozen bakeries compete for the title of best Danish pastry; waitresses in traditional blouses and petticoats serve frikadeller (meatballs) or medisterpolse (pork sausage).

And each weekend, tourists flood downtown to snap shots of the Old World architecture, including replicas of Copenhagen's Little Mermaid statue and Rundetårn (the round tower) - which doubles as a pizzeria - and buy up T-shirts that say "I'm Solvang all my problems."

But Solvang is more than a smorgasbord of Danish kitsch. Sure, the town looks like a Hollywood movie set mistakenly dropped in the middle of the Santa Ynez Valley, but its charm lies in its roots as a real Danish settlement dating back to the early 1900s.

Why now? Temperatures start to cool off just in time for Danish Days, a three-day festival held every September. The celebration kicks off with a torchlight parade and continues throughout the weekend with folk dancing, live music, and aebleskiver (spherical Danish pancakes topped with strawberry sauce and powdered sugar) eating competitions.

The Backstory: Solvang (meaning sunny field) was founded in 1911 after a group of Danish academics, seeking to establish a folk school in California, purchased 9,000 acres of land in the Santa Ynez Valley. Atterdag College opened three years later and, until its closing in 1970, the school offered classes in folk dancing, languages and arts to help preserve and promote the town's Danish culture. Following a 1947 Saturday Evening Post article highlighting the town's heritage, Solvang instituted a "Danish-only" commercial building policy to attract more tourism.

Checking in: Located only a block away from the heart of the city center, Hotel Corque is a boutique property recently purchased and renovated by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. It's a convenient home base for exploring town.

Dining: Forgo the typical breakfast fare in favor of an assortment of Danish treats. Solvang has an abundance of bakeries, but Olsen's features the best selection of goodies. Copenhagen kisses (marshmallow meringue covered with dark chocolate), apple boats and almond custard kringles are local favorites.

For traditional dishes, stop by the Red Viking for lunch to sample their all-you-can-eat smorgasbord of meatballs, red cabbage, and peas and carrots in cream sauce. 

For the day's final meal head to the town's oldest restaurant, Bit o' Denmark, whose half-timbered European-Danish architecture strikes an uncanny resemblance to a gingerbread house. Start with an order of gravad laks (raw salmon with dill sauce on crispy bread), and work your way up to meat loaf, duck, or open-faced sandwiches.

Spend your day: A visit to two of the region's most notable structures, the Elverhoj Museum and Mission Santa Ines, provides a glimpse into Solvang's rich and diverse history.

Start with a 25-minute self-guided audio tour of Santa Ines, the 19th of 21 missions built in California by Spanish Franciscan priests. As you meander through the church and courtyard gardens, you'll hear the enduring story of this 206-year-old structure, including its survival following a catastrophic earthquake and a revolt by the native Chumash Indians. 

Explore Solvang's Danish heritage by spending a couple of hours at the Elverhoj Museum of History and Art. Originally the home of local artists, the handcrafted building was constructed in the style of an 18th century Danish farmhouse and converted into a museum in 1987. 

In the main exhibit room, peruse photographs and vintage items from the town dating back to the early 1900s as well as a collection of Viking daggers, axes and brooches. Replicas of a country-home-style kitchen and a "best" room (a room used only for special occasions like Christmas) offer a window into the austere lifestyle of early Danish-American settlers.

Don't miss: Enjoy close-up views of miniature horses at Quicksilver Ranch, a quick five-minute drive from downtown Solvang. The grounds are open to the public, free of charge, from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. daily. Tours can be arranged for groups of 20 or more at a cost of $3 per person.

Don't bother: Getting tickets for the Solvang Trolley Tour if the temperature exceeds 80 degrees. The company has a strict no-go policy on warm days to protect the Belgian draft horses.

If you go 

GETTING THERE 

Solvang is about 300 miles south of San Francisco; take Highway 101 south to Highway 246 east.

WHERE TO STAY 

Hotel Corque: 400 Alisal Road; (800) 624-5572; www.hotelcorque.com. Rates from $189 a night.

WHERE TO EAT 

Bit o' Denmark: 473 Alisal Road; (805) 688-5426.

Olsen's Danish Village Bakery: 1529 Mission Drive; (805) 688-6314; www.olsensdanishvillagebakery.com.

The Splash Café: 197 Pomeroy Ave., Pismo Beach; (805) 773-4653; www.splashcafe.com.

The Red Viking Restaurant: 1684 Copenhagen Drive, (805) 688-6610.

WHAT TO DO 

Danish Days: Sept. 17-19; www.solvangusa.com.

Elverhoj Museum of History and Art: 1624 Elverhoy Way; (805) 686-1211; www.elverhoj.org. Open 1-4 p.m. Wednesday and Thursday; noon-4 p.m. Friday through Sunday. Donation: $3.

Mission Santa Ines: 1760 Mission Drive; (805) 688-4815; www.missionsantaines.org. Open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Audio tour tickets are $5.

Quicksilver Ranch: 1555 Alamo Pintado Road; (805) 686-4002; www.qsminis.com.

Solvang Trolley Co.: (805) 794-8958; www.solvangtrolley.com. Half-hour tour of Solvang in a horse-drawn carriage. Passenger pickup is outside the visitors center at Copenhagen and Second streets. Tickets: adults $9, children $5.

MORE INFORMATION 

Solvang CVB: (800) 468-6765; www.solvangusa.com.
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