
Named as one of South’s Best Cities 2025 by Southern Living, 
Wilmington, NC, and Island Beaches is a must-see Southern 
destination that constantly draws in new people, building on 
an authentic heritage and adding unexpected offerings. From 
the historic downtown river district – featuring the Wilmington 
Riverwalk, ranked among the nation’s best riverwalks in USA 
Today’s 10Best Readers’ Choice Awards – to the modern 
facilities remaking the riverfront skyline, coastal culture 
and quintessential Carolina charm intersect in a refreshing, 
irresistible way. Wilmington is the portal to three island 
beaches – Carolina Beach, Kure Beach and Wrightsville Beach 
– each with its own distinct vibe. Not all oceanside vacations 
are created equal, so experience the best of the Carolina coast 
all in one place.

WHAT’S NEW IN WILMINGTON  
Neighborhood Eats
Exciting things are happening in Wilmington’s unique 
neighborhoods. The Cargo District Food Court will bring 
a fresh dining experience to Wilmington. Sinful Cupcakes is 
already open, with The Copper Penny, Zeke’s Beans & Bites, 
Seoul Sushi and more joining soon, plus a bar and arcade. 
Hidden behind a refrigerator door, the speakeasy at Rift Yard 
Bar will double as a live music and event venue with a pizzeria. 
Tap Yard Wilmington, a family- and dog-friendly beer garden, 
is now open, offering N.C. craft beer, cocktails, food trucks, 
live music and events, like trivia and open mic nights. The 
Brooklyn Arts District will soon welcome ChowTown, a food 
truck hub and outdoor music venue.

Downtown Drinks
Downtown Wilmington’s drink scene is on the rise with new 
elevated bars and cocktail experiences. Tempo.33 Piano Bar 
and Lounge blends craft cocktails, fine wine, cold brews and 
mocktails with sultry live piano melodies, plus savory and 
sweet small bites. At Front Street Inn, Concorde Espresso 
Bar serves espresso martini flights, cocktails, coffee, snacks 
and s’mores kits in its lounge and courtyard. Family-owned 
Oden Brewing Company has opened its second location 
in Wilmington, pouring a variety of robust brews at its dog-
friendly brewpub.

New Exhibits and Tours
The Cape Fear Museum of History’s newest Smithsonian 
exhibit, “Aim High: Soaring with the Tuskeegee Airmen,” 
explores African American contributions to aviation (through 

early September). Wilmington True History Tours offers tours 
led by a former National Park Ranger and local historians, 
including the Wilmington History Walk, Wilmington Dark 
History, Civil War Wilmington and Oakdale Cemetery 
Walking Tour. Wilmington History Tours recently added two 
new options on select days: the Wilmington Speakeasy & 
Prohibition Tours and the Brooklyn Social District Pub Crawl. 
Later this year, WilmingtoNColor Heritage Tours will introduce 
seasonal offerings, like the Dark History Halloween Tour 
and Holiday Soul Santa Tour. This spring, it will launch the 
Seabreeze tour, highlighting Freeman Park’s rich history in 
nearby Carolina Beach.

Indoor Recreation
With eight standard and two championship pickleball courts, 
Pickle & Taps offers plenty of space for players and spectators 
of all ages and skill levels. After a match, of-age players can 
unwind at the bar with a selection of local beers and snacks. 
Originally created in Greece, Game Over Escape Rooms 
challenges visitors to solve riddles, find hidden objects and 
decipher ancient stories to unravel the mystery across four 
differently themed rooms. iFly Wilmington teaches the art of 
flying from certified instructors in a state-of-the-art wind tunnel.

SAMPLE STORYLINES  
Fit for a Foodie  
Wilmington continues to gain recognition as a hotspot for 
standout chefs and innovative coastal cuisine. Olivero and 
Catch are among the best restaurants in the U.S., as ranked in 
recent years by USA Today. Olivero owner/chef Sunny Gerhart, 
a 2025 James Beard Foundation (JBF) semifinalist for “Best 
Chef Southeast,” is renowned for blending flavors from Spain, 
Italy, Morocco and beyond. At Seabird, owner/chef Dean 
Neff was recognized as a 2024 JBF finalist for “Outstanding 
Chef” nationwide. Neff’s signature Seasonal Seafood Tower 
showcases North Carolina seafood and shellfish, including 
locally harvested “Seabirdie” oysters. With a focus on 
sustainable seafood, Rx Chicken and Oysters harvests its 
own “LucyBea” oysters and owner/chef James Doss (and wife/
partner Sarah) spearfish for the featured fresh catch, including 
the delicious, yet invasive lionfish. Catch’s owner/chef Keith 
Rhodes, a former JBF nominee and Bravo TV “Top Chef” 
contestant, is among the area’s first chefs to embrace the farm-
and-sea-to-table movement. Also committed to fresh, local 
ingredients, chefs at PinPoint and the AAA Four-Diamond 
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manna ave. 123 are creatively interpreting Southern fare and 
craft cocktails. Rising star Chef Nick Chavez, who recently won 
an episode on the Food Network’s “Chopped,” has joined 
ARRIVE Wilmington’s Dram Yard restaurant. Discover foodie 
destinations throughout downtown Wilmington with Taste 
Carolina Gourmet Food Tours or during festivals such as Feast 
Wilmington (spring) and Taste of Wrightsville Beach (fall).

Set-Jetting
Dubbed “Hollywood East” and “Wilmywood” over the years, 
Wilmington has become a hub for set-jetting, the popular 
travel trend of visiting the real-life locations from popular 
movies and TV shows. The destination – with over 400 credits 
to its name – serves as the backdrop for many popular shows, 
including “The Summer I Turned Pretty” and “Outer Banks,” 
along with feature films like “The Supremes at Earl’s All You 
Can Eat.” Debuting in 2025 are two new TV series, “The 
Runarounds” and Kevin Williamson’s “The Waterfront,” and 
the upcoming Prime movie “Merv,” starring Zoey Deschanel 
and Charlie Cox. From a seaside state park to picturesque 
Southern gardens, local landmarks have been transformed 
into the settings of classic productions. The Wilmywood Movie 
& TV Location Walk features downtown filming locations.

Active Adventures and Wellness
Wilmington and its beaches are overflowing with ways to get 
active. Jog along the scenic Riverwalk, then rent a kayak to 
paddle around Greenfield Lake. Bike along the Gary Shell Cross 
City Trail, a 15-mile, off-road multi-use trail from Wilmington 
to the Intracoastal Waterway, or set out on the River to Sea 
Bikeway, an 11-mile on and off-road route. Challenge yourself 
to a surfing, sailing or standup paddleboarding (SUP) lesson 
on crystal blue waters. The area hosts world tour-qualifying 
watersport competitions, as well as 5k, 10k, marathon and 
triathlon races. 

African American Experiences
Engage with Wilmington’s African American heritage to 
discover the resilience, contributions and achievements of the 
community. The Cape Fear Museum of History’s “Cape Fear 
Stories” exhibit traces the region’s African American history 
from the 1700s to the 20th century. Honoring descendants 
of enslaved West Africans, the National Park Service’s Gullah 
Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor includes two Wilmington 
sites: Poplar Grove Plantation and the Bellamy Mansion. 
The Cameron Art Museum honors the U.S. Colored Troops 
(USCT) who fought in the final stages of the Civil War with the 
nation’s first USCT Park. Within the park, “Boundless” is a life-
size sculpture that honors troops on the grounds where they 
fought during the Battle of Forks Road. Several self-guided 
tours highlight significant religious, educational, social and 
cultural sites, while guided tours include WilmingtoNColor 
Heritage Tours and Journeys Wilmington.

Unique Places to Stay
From romantic inns to boutique hotels, Wilmington offers a 
range of lodging options that will take your coastal getaway to 
the next level. Wilmington boasts two Michelin Key recipients: 
ARRIVE Wilmington by Palisociety, a stylish boutique hotel 
with midcentury modern design and cozy courtyard bar, and 

Dreamers by DW, a vegan B&B in a historic home with invisible 
service that affords the experience of a vacation rental. The 
Hive, a downtown boutique hotel, offers stylish suites and 
amenities, while award-winning boutique hotel Front Street 
Inn is walkable to the riverfront and connected to Concorde 
Espresso Bar. Stay dockside with a houseboat vacation rental 
from The Cove Riverwalk Villas. Discover Southern comfort 
and charm with a sojourn at The Verandas or the C.W. Worth 
House Bed and Breakfast, voted as the No. 1 “Bed and 
Breakfasts that Offer an Unforgettable Stay” by USA Today. 
For a full-service experience, the riverfront Hotel Ballast 
celebrates the area’s maritime past, with its on-site restaurant 
Sugo Italian Steakhouse serving upscale dishes showcasing 
coastal renaissance flavors.

Arts, Culture and Heritage
Immerse yourself in the new and ongoing mix of coastal sights, 
sounds and tastes in Wilmington and its beaches, where 
you’ll find arts, culture and heritage all in one destination. 
Wilmington’s Fourth Friday Gallery Night is held monthly at 
local galleries. Nearby stages include the historic Thalian 
Hall, renovated churches, outdoor amphitheaters and The 
Wilson Center, a 1,500-seat performing arts center. Discover 
the region’s storied past and rich cultural heritage through 
museums, historic sites, landmarks and guided tours that 
specialize in African American, WWII and Civil War history. 
Witness a history lesson by land when exploring one of the 
largest National Register Historic Districts in the Southeast, or 
by sea at the Battleship NORTH CAROLINA and Fort Fisher 
State Historic Site.

Lookalike Classic Southern Getaway
If you love the Southern charm of Charleston or Savannah 
but want a fresh experience, Wilmington is the perfect 
alternative. Its historic district spans over 230 blocks, featuring 
cobblestone streets, grand homes and haunted tales rivaling 
its more famous counterparts. The scenic Riverwalk along 
the Cape Fear River offers waterfront dining, boutiques and 
boat tours, while lush parks and historic cemeteries add to 
its low-country appeal – all at a likely more affordable rate. 
Wilmington’s thriving culinary scene showcases award-
winning chefs and standout seafood, and its boutique hotels 
and B&Bs deliver signature Southern hospitality to rival that of 
other well-known coastal destinations.

Nearby Island Beaches
Discover three island beaches located just a short drive 
from the riverfront and the heart of Wilmington, offering 
endless vacation experiences. Carolina Beach, Kure Beach 
and Wrightsville Beach each boast unique personalities 
and attractions, all while being USLA Lifeguard-protected 
Memorial Day through Labor Day and committed to ocean 
safety programs. Just 8.5 miles east of Wilmington, Wrightsville 
Beach is a vibrant community where quality and wellness 
converge. Experience world-class watersports, crystal blue 
waters and miles of pristine beach. Carolina Beach and Kure 
Beach are classic seaside towns with landmark attractions, 
including the Carolina Beach Boardwalk, Fort Fisher State 
Historic Site and the North Carolina Aquarium at Fort Fisher.


