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rolling vineyards in Napa
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giant sequoia tree in the Mariposa Grove, Yosemite National Park
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Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park.





Diverse, wacky, and unforgettable, California is larger than life. The boisterous cities seem bigger, redwood forests and snow-capped mountains loom taller, and sandy coastlines stretch longer than anywhere else.


If you love the outdoors, remote backpacking spots, or extreme sports, you could spend a month exploring California and never once enter the city limits of San Francisco or Los Angeles. If high art, nightlife, and gourmet restaurants top your list, you can stay entirely inside those cities, soaking in their infinitely variable culture. Hot-spot clubbing, award-winning plays, splashy art openings, and some of the best cuisine in the country often coexist within the same six-block street.


There’s no one true way to describe California, just as there’s no one true way to experience it. Southern California isn’t all surfers and movie stars, while Northern California is more than just expensive real estate and radical politics. Tiny coastal towns, sweeping farmlands, and forested mountain ranges all defy stereotypes—from oases of swimming pools in the desert to remote wineries nestled within rural mountains.
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Kings Canyon National Park
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Old Sacramento
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San Francisco cable car





The pace of life is as diverse as everything else in the state. Fast moving and fast living are hallmarks of the Los Angeles basin, yet the quiet frenzy of the San Francisco Bay Area sometimes seems just as fast. Outside the major urban areas, the hectic speed diminishes. California’s numerous wine regions invite visitors to relax and slow that pace even further. Beyond the farms and vineyards, an even more venerable and variable pace emerges—that of nature. The gushing waterfalls of Yosemite, towering redwoods of Humboldt, bone-dry deserts of Death Valley, delicate native wildflowers along the coast… even the imperceptible crawl and occasional sudden jolt of the land itself all make up the unique rhythm of California.


To best discover what California has to offer, choose something that you want to fall in love with and pursue it here—whether your passion is organic wine, Gold Country ghost towns, Hollywood movie stars, or just lying on the beach. No matter who you are or what you’re into, you can make this place your own.
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Sonoma Coast







[image: image]

Anderson Valley wine country.
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Asilomar Beach in Pacific Grove











20 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Golden Gate Bridge: Nothing beats the view from San Francisco’s famous and fascinating bridge (click here).
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2 Point Reyes National Seashore: Acres of unspoiled grassland, forest, and beaches make this one of the most diverse parks in the San Francisco Bay Area (click here).
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3 California Cuisine: California’s farm-to-table ethos is celebrated throughout the state, from destination restaurants to organic farmers markets (click here).
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4 Wine Tasting: California’s beautiful vineyards are renowned worldwide. Oenophiles will hit the Napa Valley and Sonoma Valley wine regions, but Santa Barbara and the Gold Country host plenty of less-crowded options (click here).
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5 Redwoods: No visit to California is complete without craning your neck along the Avenue of the Giants (click here), in the Redwood State and National Parks (click here), throughout Sequoia National Park (click here), and in Muir Woods (click here).
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6 Mount Shasta: This dazzling glacier-topped mountain peak beckons from every angle for miles around (click here).
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7 Lake Tahoe: Tahoe’s sparkling blue waters are best viewed from Emerald Bay (click here).
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8 Yosemite Valley: The famous valley is filled with iconic monuments like El Capitan and Bridalveil Fall. Scale Half Dome or hike the Mist Trail for the best perspective of this natural playground (click here).
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9 The Great Outdoors: With gushing waterfalls, snow-capped peaks, and everything in-between, California compels you to get outside—go hiking, biking, climbing, or skiing (click here).
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10 Monterey: Gorgeous Monterey Bay is famous for its sealife, best experienced at its world-renowned aquarium (click here).
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11 Big Sur Coast Highway: With jutting cliffs, crashing surf, and epic views, this twisty coastal drive is iconic Big Sur (click here).
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12 Surfing: California’s coast lures surfers to legendary surf breaks in Santa Cruz (click here), Santa Barbara (click here), Malibu (click here), and San Diego (click here).
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13 Santa Barbara: Sunny beaches are back-dropped by a dramatic mountain range, a burgeoning wine valley lures oenophiles, and the stunning Spanish Colonial Revival architecture is exemplified in the “Queen of the Missions” (click here).
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14 Channel Islands: Hop aboard a scenic boat tour of these undeveloped islands with stellar coastal views and epic wildlife watching (click here).
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15 Hollywood: From the Walk of Fame to the Chinese Theatre, Hollywood is ground zero for cinema buffs (click here).
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16 Santa Monica Pier and the Venice Boardwalk: For the ultimate in beachy kitsch and colorful characters, wander the coastal path of L.A.’s most free-spirited community to this amusement park by the sea (click here).
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17 Theme Parks: California may be the “Happiest Place on Earth,” home to Disneyland (click here), Universal Studios Hollywood, Six Flags Magic Mountain, and numerous other theme parks (click here).
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18 Balboa Park: These 1,200 acres are home to some of the city’s best museums and gardens, as well as the famous San Diego Zoo (click here).
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19 Palm Springs: California’s vacation haven is filled with mid-century architecture, rat pack-era lounges, and serious poolside lounging. View it all from above on the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway (click here).
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20 Death Valley: With monikers like Furnace Creek, the Devil’s Golf Course, and Badwater Basin, Death Valley’s forbidding landscape and uncompromising heat only add to its remote beauty (click here).








Best of California in One Week





In just five days, you can experience California’s two most famous cities and its biggest natural attraction (but you’ll be doing a lot of driving). Make it a full seven days and you’ll have enough time for a coastal drive along Big Sur.


Day 1


SAN FRANCISCO


Fly into San Francisco and rent a car. Spend your San Francisco day in Golden Gate Park. Indulge your artistic side at the de Young Museum or learn more about our world at the nearby California Academy of Sciences. Unwind with a walk through the park’s Japanese Tea Garden. Then make your way to the Golden Gate Bridge, one of the world’s most famous photo-ops. End your day with a meal at one of the city’s culinary stars—or grab an authentic burrito at a local taqueria, which may be just as tasty.


For more suggestions on how to spend your time in San Francisco, see click here.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


Extend the love affair with a side trip to wander the redwoods in Marin. Muir Woods National Monument, just north of San Francisco, is home to acres of staggeringly beautiful redwoods accessible via the paved Redwood Trail. Afterwards, fill up on British comfort food at The Pelican Inn. It’s just a short walk from the restaurant to lovely Muir Beach, perfect for wildlife-watching and beachcombing. End the day at the Farley Bar at Cavallo Point Lodge to watch the fog roll in over the Golden Gate Bridge.


To plan a day trip to the Wine Country instead, see click here.




MOST ROMANTIC GETAWAYS


WINE COUNTRY


A weekend in the wine country means spas, pampering, and, of course, wine (click here).


MENDOCINO


Windswept beaches, secret coves, and cozy cottages lure weekenders to this charming seaside town (click here).


BIG SUR


Hole up with your honey in a rustic cabin or a deluxe spa and soak up the rugged coast (click here).


SANTA BARBARA


Enjoy sunny beaches and excellent wines at this picturesque city by the sea (click here).


PALM SPRINGS


For all the comforts of home in the remote desert, plan your getaway to this retro favorite (click here).





Day 2


SAN FRANCISCO TO YOSEMITE 200 MILES / 4 HOURS


Leave San Francisco at 8am to reach Yosemite by noon. The drive to the Big Oak Flat entrance takes at least four hours; however, traffic, especially in summer and on weekends, can make it much longer.


Day 3


YOSEMITE VALLEY


Spend a day touring around Yosemite Valley, seeing Half Dome, El Capitan, and Yosemite Falls. If you want to break a sweat, hike the 5.4-mile round-trip Mist Trail. Spend a night under the stars at one of the park’s campgrounds or enjoy a night indoors at the classic Majestic Yosemite Hotel (just be sure to make reservations well in advance).


For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Yosemite, see click here.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


In summer, combine a trip to Yosemite National Park with Lake Tahoe by crossing through Yosemite via Tioga Pass Road (Hwy. 120). On the Eastern Sierra, scenic U.S. 395 leads north almost to the Nevada border, and road-trippers can take forested Highway 89 west to its junction with U.S. 50 to continue to South Lake Tahoe.
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Napa Valley





For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Tahoe or the Eastern Sierra, see click here and click here.


Day 4


YOSEMITE TO LOS ANGELES 300 MILES / 5 HOURS


Exit the park via its southern entrance and drive south on Highway 41. The majority of the trip will be spent on Highway 99 south before using I-5 south, Highway 170 south, and U.S. 101 south as you get closer to the city.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


Cross Highway 120 into the Eastern Sierra and head south on U.S. 395 for a side trip to Death Valley (click here). From the Wild West town of Lone Pine, turn east onto Highway 190 for the one-hour drive to Panamint Springs, where a rustic resort has serviced hungry travelers since 1937. From Panamint Springs, it’s another hour east along Highway 190 to the aptly named park hub of Furnace Creek.


Day 5


LOS ANGELES


You’ve been to the mountains, you’ve seen the desert; now it’s time for the beach! Experience the best of Southern California beach culture at the chaotic but entertaining Venice Boardwalk or the Santa Monica Pier. If time allows, head inland a few miles to stroll the Hollywood Walk of Fame and snap a pic at TCL Chinese Theatre. Of course, some people would give all of that up for a day at Disneyland (you know who you are).


For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Los Angeles, see click here.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


Plan a day trip to Palm Springs (click here), a 2-4 hour drive east on I-10, or follow I-5 south to explore San Diego (click here). Stop for a surf or a swim in one of the beach towns, wander through lush Balboa Park, and dine in the Gaslamp Quarter.
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Carmel Beach
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the Big Sur Coast








Days 6-7


BIG SUR COAST 500 MILES / 9-10 HOURS


You can make this drive in one long day if you make only a few stops (such as getting lunch midway in San Luis Obispo), but it’s better to break it up over two days and enjoy the coast. On the first day, stop in Santa Barbara for lunch at one of the great restaurants off State Street. Continue on to San Luis Obispo to spend the night.


On the second day, plan on stopping for a tour of Hearst Castle in San Simeon, then driving up PCH through Big Sur on the way back to San Francisco. (If you really need to get from Los Angeles to San Francisco in one day, it’s quicker to take I-5, which takes around six hours.)


For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Big Sur, see click here.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


Plan a boat trip from Santa Barbara or Ventura to the Channel Islands, or add an overnight stop in Monterey (click here) and spend some time exploring the world-class aquarium.




BEST BEACH SPOTS


TRINIDAD STATE BEACH


This scenic stretch of shore on the North Coast is ideal for a picnic (click here).


STINSON BEACH


In summer, surfers, kayakers, and paddleboarders test their skills in the San Francisco Bay Area surf (click here).


SANTA CRUZ BEACH BOARDWALK


This beachy boardwalk in Santa Cruz entertains with rides, games, and sunbathers (click here).


CARMEL BEACH


With its pale sand and contrasting blue-green ocean water, Carmel Beach is a jewel of the Monterey Bay (click here).


PFEIFFER BEACH


Big Sur’s windswept Pfeiffer Beach features picture-perfect rock formations offshore (click here).


MOONSTONE BEACH


Pockets of sand are interspersed with jumbles of rocks on this gem of a beach in Cambria (click here).


LEADBETTER BEACH


For a day of sunning, swimming, and lounging head to this wide beach in Santa Barbara (click here).


REFUGIO STATE BEACH


On the Gaviota Coast, this postcard-perfect finger of sand is on a scenic cove shaded by towering palm trees (click here).


SANTA MONICA STATE BEACH


Santa Monica State Beach is a people-watcher’s paradise, with the nearby Venice Boardwalk filled with weightlifters, skateboarders, musicians, dancers, and vendors hawking their wares (click here).


LA JOLLA COVE


This pocket beach sits nestled between two cliffs shelters, snorkelers, and kayakers north of San Diego (click here).





Best of Northern California


Day 1


Start your trip San Francisco, where you can fly into San Francisco International Airport and rent a car. For suggestions on how to spend your time in the city, see click here.


Day 2


Your journey north begins with a drive on U.S. 101 over San Francisco’s iconic Golden Gate Bridge. After five miles, turn off U.S. 101 to Highway 1 at Mill Valley. On the slow, four-hour drive up the coast (around 160 miles), make time to stop at Fort Ross State Historic Park to explore the re-constructed Russian settlement.


End the day in the community of Mendocino with a view of the sunset at Mendocino Headlands State Park or a pint at the lively Patterson’s Pub. At night, dine at the historic MacCallum House Restaurant.


Day 3


Follow Highway 1 north to Fort Bragg then continue inland to connect with U.S. 101 (about one hour). Take the Avenue of the Giants, a breathtaking drive through Humboldt Redwoods State Park. Even though it’s only 31 miles, the trip could take a few hours if you get out of your car to ponder the big trees.


Get back on U.S. 101 and head an hour north (60 miles) to Eureka. Stop to wander the Blue Ox Millworks and Historic Park before continuing north another 10 minutes or so to charming Arcata. Wander through Arcata Plaza, then grab a dink at The Alibi. Afterward, dine at one of several restaurants surrounding the lively plaza.


Day 4


Start your morning with a tasty crepe from Arcata’s Renata’s Creperie before hitting U.S. 101 north on your final day. About 20 minutes (15 miles) north of Arcata, exit to the scenic coastal city of Trinidad. Walk down to the beach at College Cove or explore the rugged coast by kayak.


After another half hour north on U.S. 101 (26 miles), turn onto Newton B. Drury Scenic Drive to explore Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park. If you have the energy, drive out Davison Road to Gold Bluffs Beach, where Roosevelt elk roam the sands. Continue on the dirt drive to hike the one-mile round-trip up Fern Canyon, which passes through a steep canyon draped in bright green ferns.


Head back out to U.S. 101 to drive the 45 minutes (38 miles) to Crescent City, where you can get a hotel room and a full night’s sleep.


Best of Southern California


Day 1


Fly into LAX and rent a car for your Southern California road trip. Walk down the star-studded Hollywood Walk of Fame and a stop at the historic TCL Chinese Theatre, where you can find the handprints of your favorite movie stars. Or, for aesthetic stimulation, tour the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. End the day with a cocktail at Sunset Boulevard’s Rainbow Bar & Grill.


Day 2


Grab breakfast The Griddle Café before heading to the coast for a day of culture. Jump on U.S. 101 to I-405 south to visit the world-famous Getty Center. Admire Richard Meier’s soaring architecture before gazing at the magnificent works inside. Continue south on I-405 exiting towards Santa Monica. Enjoy the amusement park rides of the Santa Monica Pier or just take a break on Santa Monica Beach. Stroll along the Venice Boardwalk to take in the bodybuilders, street performers, and alternative-culture types of Venice Beach. After a day gazing at the sea, dine on seafood at Salt Air.


IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME


Kids (and kids at heart) might prefer to skip the L.A. beaches and spend a full day and night at Disneyland (click here) instead.


Day 3


Follow I-405 south, stopping off in Long Beach for a tour on The Queen Mary, an ocean liner now home to restaurants, a hotel, and a museum. From Long Beach, head south on Highway 1 through the North County beach towns of Encinitas, Carlsbad, and Oceanside. Stop off for a surf or a swim, or soldier on to La Jolla Cove to go kayaking or snorkeling. Then satiate that appetite with lobster tacos from Puesto.


Day 4


Easygoing San Diego is a great place to end any vacation. Visit Balboa Park, where you’ll spend most of your time at the San Diego Zoo. Follow a day in the park with a meal in the Gaslamp Quarter, then end your day with a craft beer at one of San Diego’s many breweries, like the giant Stone World Bistro & Gardens Liberty Station.



Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


San Francisco Bay Area


The politics, the culture, the food—these are what make San Francisco world famous. Dine on cutting-edge cuisine at high-end restaurants and offbeat food trucks, tour classical and avant-garde museums, bike through Golden Gate Park and explore its hidden treasures, and stroll along Fisherman’s Wharf, where barking sea lions and frenetic street performers compete for attention.


Surrounding San Francisco is a region as diverse as the city itself. To the north, Marin offers wilderness seekers a quick reprieve from the city, while ethnic diversity and intellectual curiosity give the East Bay a hip, urban edge. On the southern Peninsula, beaches and farmland are within quick driving distance of the entrepreneurial culture of Silicon Valley and San Jose.


Wine Country


Northern California’s Wine Country is famous for a reason. This is the place to pamper yourself with excellent wines, fantastic food, and luxurious spas. Napa offers all of the above in spades, while Sonoma is the place to catch a bit of history and to enjoy a mellow atmosphere. The Russian River adds redwoods and a bit of river rafting to the mix.


North Coast


For deserted beaches, towering redwoods, and scenic coastal towns, cruise north along The Redwood Coast. Explore Russian history at Fort Ross on the grassy bluffs of the Sonoma Coast, be romanced by Mendocino’s small-town charm and nearby wineries, and discover the quirky, hippie charm of towns like Arcata and Trinidad.
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Yosemite National Park






Shasta and Lassen



At the southern end of the volcanic Cascade Range are geologic wonders alongside plentiful outdoor recreation. Rent a houseboat on Shasta Lake or spend a few days climbing or skiing dramatic Mount Shasta. You can traverse nearby lava tunnels or travel south to hike through boiling mud pots and fumaroles at Lassen Volcanic National Park.


Lake Tahoe


Bright blue skies, granite mountains, and evergreen forests surround jewel-like Lake Tahoe. Glossy hotels and casinos line the South Shore, while the low-key North and West Shores beckon with quiet beaches and miles of hiking, biking, and ski trails. Nevada’s East Shore specializes in uninhibited good times, while the Truckee-Donner area adds a bit of Old West flavor to the outdoor scene.


Sacramento and Gold Country


The political epicenter of California is the Gold Rush-era town of Sacramento. More history awaits on the winding scenic highways that crisscross Northern Gold Country. Tour abandoned mines, raft some high-octane white water, go wine-tasting in the Shenandoah Valley, or explore the caves, caverns, and big trees of Southern Gold Country.


Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon


The work of Ansel Adams and John Muir has made Yosemite a worldwide icon. Thousands crowd into Yosemite Valley to view the much-photographed Half Dome, Bridalveil Fall, and El Capitan. On the eastern side of the Sierras, Mono Lake and Mammoth Lakes provide more scenic wilderness to explore.


Aside from the dramatic rugged terrain, the real draws to this central Sierra region are the giant sequoias in the General Grant Grove and the General Sherman Tree. Visit the Giant Forest Museum, take an invigorating hike up to Moro Rock, and duck into glittering Crystal Cave, which is as beautiful as its name suggests.


Monterey and Big Sur


Some of the most beautiful and most adventurous coastline in the world is along Highway 1—the Pacific Coast Highway. Go surfing in Santa Cruz. Witness gray whales and sea lions off the rugged Monterey Bay, and then explore their environment at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Camp and hike the unspoiled wilderness of Big Sur, and then tour grandiose Hearst Castle in San Simeon.
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Hollywood Boulevard at sunset






Santa Barbara and the Central Coast



Take in the picturesque Santa Barbara Mission and then stroll down the city’s State Street, which is lined with shops, restaurants, and bars. Enjoy the lonely Gaviota coastline or, to truly get away from it all, take a boat ride out to Channel Islands National Park.


Los Angeles


Los Angeles is a massive mix of Southern California beach town, Hollywood dream factory, and 21st-century metropolis. Unmissable attractions include world-class art, a beach scene that begs for some time in the sand and surf, and an amusement park devoted to a cartoon mouse.


San Diego


For the sun-drenched, soft-sand California beach experience portrayed in endless films and TV shows, come to San Diego. Maritime museums ring the downtown harbor, while across the bay in Coronado, vibrant and historic Hotel del Coronado creates a centerpiece for visitors to the city. Gorgeous beaches stretch from Point Loma north to La Jolla and the North County coast, begging surfers, swimmers, strollers, and sunbathers to ply their sands.


Palm Springs and the Deserts


A different kind of beauty makes the deserts of California legendary and popular attractions. Palm Springs takes the cake as the biggest and coolest desert city. Joshua Tree—named for its funky namesake plant--straddles two major desert ecosystems. Death Valley boasts the lowest and hottest spot in the Western Hemisphere. Far south, Anza-Borrego is California’s biggest state park and one of its most intriguing regions.


Las Vegas


Rising out of the desert like a high-tech oasis, Las Vegas is an adult playground of casinos, bars, buffets, over-the-top shows, and plush hotels. Dig a little deeper to find fine food, a flourishing arts scene, and local hangouts in the shadows of The Strip.


Know Before You Go


Passports and Visas


Foreign travelers must have a valid passport and a visa to enter the United States, but holders of Canadian passports don’t need visas or visa waivers.


Transportation


The easiest places to fly into are San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego. If you’re flying into San Francisco, you can avoid some of the hassle of San Francisco International Airport (SFO) by flying into nearby Oakland or San Jose. Similarly, Los Angeles offers several suburban airports, including Burbank, Long Beach, and Ontario, which are typically less congested than Los Angeles International Airport (LAX). For excursions outside major cities, you’ll want to rent a car.


High and Low Seasons


SPRING


California’s best feature is its all-season appeal. Yosemite’s waterfalls are at their peak in spring, when the crowds are fewer. This is also a great time to visit Big Sur—lodging rates drop, as do the number of visitors, while blooming wildflowers make for colorful road trips.


SUMMER


Unsuspecting visitors are frequently surprised by the wind and fog that blow through San Francisco June-August. Regardless, summer remains California’s travel season; expect crowds at popular attractions, wineries, national parks, and campgrounds. More visitors will not only add to the crowds, but also add to the traffic on the highways. Plan a little extra time to get from place to place.


FALL


Fall is a wonderful time to visit, as the summer crowds have left, but winter rain and snow have not yet closed Yosemite, Shasta, or Tahoe. September in particular is San Francisco’s “summer,” with warm sunny days and little summer fog.


WINTER


In winter, Tahoe draws crowds for skiing and snowboarding. Unfortunately, it also draws heavy traffic along I-80, which can close because of snow and related accidents. Yosemite’s roads are closed in winter, including Highway 120 and the Tioga Pass, which links the Eastern Sierra to the west entrance of the park. Heavy rains can also flood Wine Country roads, leaving travelers stranded.


Reservations


Book hotels and rental cars in advance for the best rates and availability, especially in the summer, which is high season for travel. If you plan to rent a car in one city and return it in another (for example, rent the car in San Francisco and return it in Los Angeles), you should expect to pay an additional fee, which can be quite high.


High-season travelers should also plan ahead for the big-name attractions. If you have your heart set on visiting Alcatraz in San Francisco or the Hearst Castle in San Simeon, purchase tickets at least two weeks in advance. You’ll save money buying advance tickets for Disneyland online as well. Reservations are essential at campgrounds in Yosemite and Big Sur.
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the Golden Gate Bridge





San Francisco


HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Sights


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


MISSION AND CASTRO


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


THE ARTS


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


UNION SQUARE


NORTH BEACH


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


HAYES VALLEY


MISSION


HAIGHT-ASHBURY


Sports and Recreation


BEACHES


PARKS


BIKING


WHALE-WATCHING


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Food


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


MISSION AND CASTRO


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


Accommodations


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


MISSION AND CASTRO


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


Transportation and Services


AIR


TRAIN AND BUS


CAR


MUNI


SERVICES


North Bay


MARIN HEADLANDS


SAUSALITO


TIBURON


MILL VALLEY


S MUIR WOODS NATIONAL MONUMENT


MUIR BEACH


MOUNT TAMALPAIS STATE PARK


STINSON BEACH


S POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE


East Bay


BERKELEY


OAKLAND


The Peninsula


MOSS BEACH


HALF MOON BAY


PESCADERO AND VICINITY


Silicon Valley


SIGHTS


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


TRANSPORTATION AND SERVICES
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lanterns in Chinatown.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Cable Cars: Nothing is more iconic than climbing San Francisco’s steep hills on a historic cable car (click here).


S Ferry Building: The 1898 Ferry Building has been renovated and reimagined as the foodie mecca of San Francisco (click here).
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S Exploratorium: Kids and adults love to explore San Francisco’s innovative and interactive science museum (click here).


S Alcatraz: Spend the day in prison at the historically famous former maximum-security penitentiary in the middle of the bay (click here).


S The Presidio: The original 1776 El Presidio de San Francisco is now a national park (click here).


S Golden Gate Bridge: Nothing beats the view from one of the most famous and fascinating bridges in the country (click here).


S Golden Gate Park: Home to stunning museums, botanical gardens, and outdoor festivals, the park is the place to be any day of the week (click here).


S Angel Island State Park: A visit to the largest island in the bay packs a lot into a short amount of time (click here).


S Muir Woods National Monument: Stand among trees nearly 1,000 years old and 200 feet tall in one of the nation’s earliest national monuments (click here).


S Point Reyes National Seashore: Point Reyes is home to tule elk, desolate beaches, dairy and oyster farms, lighthouses, and remote wilderness trails (click here).





The regular grid pattern found on maps of San Francisco leaves visitors unprepared for the precipitous inclines and stunning water views in this town built on 43 hills.


Geographically and culturally, San Francisco is anything but flat, and what level ground exists might at any moment give way. While earthquakes remake the land, social upheavals play a similar role, reminding locals that the only constant here is change. In the 1950s, the Beats challenged postwar conformity and left a legacy of incantatory poems and independent bookstores. The late 1960s saw a years-long Summer of Love, which shifted consciousness as surely as quakes shift tectonic plates. Gay and lesbian liberation movements sprung forth in the 1970s, as did a renewed push for women’s rights. Since then, a vibrant culture of technological innovation has taken root and continues to rapidly evolve as groundbreaking companies and tech visionaries choose to make the city their home.


Although San Francisco is one of the most visited cities in the United States, it often seems like a provincial village, or a series of villages that share a downtown and a roster of world-class icons. Drive over the Golden Gate or the Bay Bridge as the fog is lifting and your heart will catch at the ever-changing beauty of the scene. Stand at the base of the Transamerica Pyramid, hang off the side of a cable car, or just walk through the neighborhoods that make the city more than the sum of its parts. Despite the hills, San Francisco is a city that cries out to be explored on foot.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Try to spend at least one weekend in San Francisco, and focus your time downtown. Union Square makes a great home base, thanks to its plethora of hotels, shops, and easy access to public transportation, but it can be fairly dead at night. With a full week, you can explore Golden Gate Park’s excellent museums—the de Young and the California Academy of Sciences. You can easily spend another full day exploring the Presidio and taking a scenic, foggy stroll across the Golden Gate Bridge.
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Two Days in San Francisco


San Francisco may only be roughly seven miles long and seven miles wide, but it packs in historic neighborhoods, one of the West Coast’s most iconic landmarks, and dozens of stomach-dropping inclines within its small area. Exploring all its hills and valleys takes some planning.


DAY 1


Start your day at the Ferry Building. Graze from the many vendors, including Blue Bottle Café, Cowgirl Creamery, and Acme Bread Company.


After touring the gourmet shops, catch the Muni F line (Steuart St. and Market St., $2) to Jefferson Street and take a stroll along Fisherman’s Wharf. Stop into the Musée Mécanique to play a few coin-operated antique arcade games. Near Pier 39, catch the ferry to Alcatraz—be sure to buy your tickets well in advance. Alcatraz will fill your mind with amazing stories from the legendary island prison.


After you escape from Alcatraz, take the N Judah line to 9th Avenue and Irving Street, then follow 9th Avenue north into Golden Gate Park, where you can delve into art at the fabulous de Young Museum or science at the California Academy of Sciences. Stroll the scenic Japanese Tea Gardens and get a snack at their Tea House.


Catch a cab to North Beach and Tony’s Pizza Napoletana to get some real sustenance directly from one of its seven pizza ovens. Now you are ready to enjoy the talented performers, silly jokes, and gravity-defying hats of the long-running theater production Beach Blanket Babylon. If theater is not your thing, see some live music; choose a show at the Great American Music Hall.


DAY 2


Fortify yourself for a day of sightseeing with a hearty breakfast at Brenda’s French Soul Food, then drive or take a cab out to the Lands End Trail, where you can investigate the ruins of the former Sutro Baths and get views of the city’s rocky coastline. Then head back to Crissy Field for views of the Golden Gate Bridge.


Venture back downtown to wander the streets of Chinatown and adjacent North Beach with a browse through City Lights, the legendary Beat Generation bookstore. Wind down with a cocktail at Vesuvio, a colorful bar and former Beat writer hangout located next to City Lights.


For dinner, head to the bustling Mission District, where new eateries are always popping up. Opt for Mexican cuisine at La Taqueria, raw fish at Anchor Oyster Bar or cocktails and snacks at Beretta.





Sights


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN



S Cable Cars



Perhaps the most recognizable symbol of San Francisco is the cable car (www.sfcablecar.com), originally conceived by Andrew Smith Hallidie as a safer alternative for traveling the steep, often slick hills of San Francisco. The cable cars ran as regular mass transit from 1873 into the 1940s, when buses and electric streetcars began to dominate the landscape. Dedicated citizens, especially “Cable Car Lady” Friedel Klussmann, saved the cable car system from extinction, and the cable cars have become a rolling national landmark.
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cable car





Today you can ride the cable cars from one tourist destination to another for $6 per ride. A full day “passport” ticket ($15, also grants access to streetcars and buses) is totally worth it if you want to run around the city all day. Cable car routes can take you up Nob Hill from the Financial District, or from Union Square along Powell Street, through Chinatown, and out to Fisherman’s Wharf. Take a seat, or grab one of the exterior poles and hang on! Cable cars have open-air seating only, making for a chilly ride on foggy days.


The cars get stuffed to capacity with tourists on weekends and with local commuters at rush hours. Expect to wait an hour or more for a ride from any of the turnaround points on a weekend or holiday. But a ride on a cable car from Union Square down to the Wharf is more than worth the wait. The views from the hills down to the bay inspire wonder even in lifetime residents. To learn a bit more, make a stop at the Cable Car Museum (1201 Mason St., 415/474-1887, www.cablecarmuseum.org, 10am-6pm daily Apr.-Sept., 10am-5pm daily Oct.-Mar., free), the home and nerve center of the entire fleet. Here a sweet little museum depicts the life and times of the cable cars while an elevated platform overlooks the engines, winding wheels, and thick steel cable that keeps the cars humming. You can even glimpse the 1873 tunnels that snake beneath the city.


Grace Cathedral


Local icon Grace Cathedral (1100 California St., 415/749-6300, www.gracecathedral.org, 7am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-6pm Sat., 8am-7pm Sun.) is many things to many people. The French Gothic-style edifice, completed in 1964, attracts architecture and Beaux-Arts lovers by the thousands with its facade, stained glass, and furnishings. The labyrinths—replicas of the Chartres Cathedral labyrinth in France—appeal to meditative walkers seeking spiritual solace. Concerts featuring world music, sacred music, and modern classical ensembles draw audiences from around the bay and farther afield.


To view some of the church’s lesser-seen areas, sign up for the 1.5-hour Grace Cathedral Grand Tour (800/979-3370, $25).



S Ferry Building



Restored to its former glory, the 1898 San Francisco Ferry Building (1 Ferry Bldg., 415/983-8030, www.ferrybuildingmarketplace.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., check with businesses for individual hours) stands at the end of the Financial District at the edge of the water. Learn about the history of the edifice just inside the main lobby, where photos and interpretive plaques describe the life of the Ferry Building.
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the Ferry Building





On the water side of the Ferry Building, you can actually catch a ferry with the Blue and Gold Fleet (www.blueandgoldfleet.com), Golden Gate Ferry (www.goldengateferry.org), and Bay Link Ferries (www.baylinkferry.com).


Today, the building is home to the famous Farmers Market (10am-2pm Tues. and Thurs., 8am-2pm Sat.). Permanent shops provide top-tier artisanal food and drink, from wine and cheese to high-end kitchenware, while fresh produce and organic meats are on display outside. Local favorites Cowgirl Creamery and Acme Bread Company maintain storefronts here. For immediate gratification, a few incongruous quick-and-easy restaurants offer reasonable eats.


San Francisco Museum of Modern Art


SFMOMA (151 3rd St., 415/357-4000, www.sfmoma.org), as it’s fondly called, is a local favorite. For nearly three years the museum was out of commission, getting a complete renovation. The makeover turned it into the neighborhood’s newest architectural wonder while doubling the gallery space for the special exhibitions installed each year and for its growing permanent collection, which includes notable work from Henri Matisse, Shiro Kuramata, Wayne Thiebaud, Richard Diebenkorn, and Chuck Close.
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NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


North Beach has long served as the Little Italy of San Francisco, a fact still reflected in the restaurants in the neighborhood. North Beach truly made its mark in the 1950s when it was, for a brief time, home to many writers in the Beat Generation, including Jack Kerouac, Gary Snyder, and Allen Ginsburg.


Chinatown


The massive Chinese migration to California began almost as soon as the news of easy gold in the mountain streams made it to East Asia. And despite rampant prejudice, the Chinese not only stayed, but persevered and eventually prospered. Many never made it to the gold fields, preferring instead to remain in bustling San Francisco to open shops and begin the business of commerce in their new home. They carved out a thriving community at the border of Portsmouth Square, then center of the young city, which became known as Chinatown. Along with much of San Francisco, the neighborhood was destroyed in the 1906 earthquake and fire.


Today visitors see the post-1906 visitor-friendly Chinatown that was built after the quake, particularly if they enter through the Chinatown Gate (Grant Ave. and Bush St.) at the edge of Union Square. In this historic neighborhood, beautiful Asian architecture mixes with more mundane blocky city buildings to create a unique skyline. Small alleyways wend between the touristy commercial corridors, creating an intimate atmosphere.
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Coit Tower



Built in 1933 as a monument to benefactor Lillie Hitchcock Coit’s beloved firefighters, Coit Tower (1 Telegraph Hill Blvd., 415/249-0995, http://sfrecpark.org, 10am-6pm daily May-Oct., 10am-5pm daily Nov.-Apr., entrance free, tour fees vary, call for tour times) has beautified the city just as Coit intended. Inside the art deco tower, the walls are covered in the recently restored frescos painted in 1934 depicting city and California life during the Great Depression. For a fee (adults $8, seniors and youth $5, children 5-11 $2, children 4 and under free), you can ride the elevator to the top, where on a clear day, you can see the whole city and bay. Part of what makes Coit Tower special is the walk up to it. Rather than contributing to the acute congestion in the area, consider taking public transit to the area and walking up Telegraph Hill Boulevard through Pioneer Park to the tower, and descend down either the Filbert or Greenwich steps toward the Embarcadero. It’s long and steep, but there’s no other way to see the lovely little cottages and gardens of the beautiful and quaint Telegraph Hill.


Lombard Street


You’ve no doubt seen it in movies: Lombard Street (Lombard St., one way from Hyde St. to Leavenworth St.), otherwise known as “the crookedest street in the world.” The section of the street that visitors flock to spans only one block, from Hyde Street at the top to Leavenworth Street at the bottom. However, the line of cars waiting their turn to drive bumper-to-bumper can be just as legendary as its 27 percent grade. Bypass the car and take the hill by foot. The unobstructed vistas of San Francisco Bay, Alcatraz Island, Fisherman’s Wharf, Coit Tower, and the city are reason enough to add this walk to your itinerary, as are the brick steps, manicured hydrangeas, and tony residences that line the roadway.



S Exploratorium



Lauded both as “one of the world’s most important science museums” and “a mad scientist’s penny arcade,” the Exploratorium (Pier 15, 415/528-4444, www.exploratorium.edu, 10am-5pm daily, adults $29, youth 13-17 $24, children 4-12 $19, children 3 and under free) houses 150 playful exhibits on physics, motion, perception, and the senses that utilize its stunning location. Make a reservation ($15) to walk blindly (and bravely) into the Tactile Dome, a lightless space where you can “see” your way only by reaching out and touching the environment around you. The location between the Ferry Building and Fisherman’s Wharf makes a crowd-free trip impossible, especially on the weekends.



S Alcatraz



Going to Alcatraz (www.nps.gov/alcatraz), one of the most famous landmarks in the city, feels a bit like going to purgatory; this military fortress-turned-maximum-security prison, nicknamed “The Rock,” has little warmth or welcome on its craggy, forbidding shores. While it still belonged to the military, the fortress became a prison in the 19th century to house Civil War prisoners. The isolation of the island in the bay, the frigid waters, and the nasty currents surrounding Alcatraz made it a perfect spot to keep prisoners contained, with little hope of escape and near-certain death if the attempt were ever made. In 1934, after the military closed down its prison and handed the island over to the Department of Justice, construction began to turn Alcatraz into a new style of prison ready to house a new style of prisoner: Depression-era gangsters. A few of the honored guests of this maximum-security penitentiary were Al Capone, George “Machine Gun” Kelly, and Robert Stroud, “the Birdman of Alcatraz.” The prison closed in 1963, and in 1964 and 1969 occupations were staged by Indians of All Tribes, an exercise that eventually led to the privilege of self-determination for North America’s original inhabitants.
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Alcatraz





Today Alcatraz acts primarily as an attraction for visitors to San Francisco. Alcatraz Cruises (Pier 33, 415/981-7625, www.alcatrazcruises.com, 9:10am-3:50pm, 5:55pm, 6:30pm, 9:30pm, 9:40pm daily, adults $30-37, children 5-11 $18.25-21.75, 4 and under free) offers ferry rides out to Alcatraz and tours of the island and the prison. Tours depart from Pier 33, and prices are steep, but family tickets are available for $90 and include passage for two adults and two kids of any age. Buy tickets at least a week in advance, especially if you’ll be in town in the summer and want to visit Alcatraz on a weekend. Tours often sell out, especially in the evening, which has been voted one of the best tours in the Bay Area.


Pier 39


One of the most visited spots in San Francisco, Pier 39 (www.pier39.com) hosts a wealth of restaurants and shops. If you’ve come down to the pier to see the sea life, start with the unusual Aquarium of the Bay (415/623-5300, www.aquariumofthebay.com, 9am-8pm daily summer, adults $20, seniors and children $12). This 300-foot, clear-walled tunnel lets visitors see thousands of species native to the San Francisco Bay, including sharks, rays, and plenty of fish. For a special treat, take the Behind the Scenes or Feed the Sharks tour. Farther down the pier, get close (but not too close) to the local colony of sea lions. These big, loud mammals tend to congregate at K-Dock in the West Marina. The best time to see the sea lions is winter, when the population grows into the hundreds. To learn more about the sea lions, visit the interpretive center on Level 2 of the Marine Mammal Center (415/289-7325, www.marinemammalcenter.org, 10am-5pm daily, free).


A perennial family favorite, the San Francisco Carousel (10am-7pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat., $3 per ride) is painted with beautiful scenes of San Francisco. Riders on the moving horses, carriages, and seats can look at the paintings or out onto the pier. Kids also love the daily shows by local street performers. Depending on when you’re on the pier, you might see jugglers, magicians, or stand-up comedians on the Alpine Spring Water Center Stage (showtimes vary, free).


Fisherman’s Wharf


Welcome to the tourist mecca of San Francisco! While warehouses, stacks of crab pots, and a fleet of fishing vessels let you know this is still a working wharf, it is also the spot where visitors to San Francisco come and snap photos. Fisherman’s Wharf (Beach St. from Powell St. to Van Ness Ave., backs onto Bay St., www.fishermanswharf.org), reachable by Muni F line and the Hyde-Powell cable car, sprawls along the waterfront and inland several blocks, creating a large tourist neighborhood.
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The Wharf, as it’s called by locals, features all crowds, all the time. Be prepared to push through a sea of humanity to see sights, buy souvenirs, and eat seafood. Still, many of the sights of Fisherman’s Wharf are important (and fun) pieces of San Francisco’s heritage, like the Fisherman’s and Seaman’s Memorial Chapel (Pier 45, 415/674-7503, http://fishermanswharfchapel.org) and the Musée Mécanique (Pier 45, 415/346-2000, www.museemechanique.org, 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-8pm Sat.-Sun., free), an arcade dating back more than a century.


Ghirardelli Square


Ghirardelli Square (900 North Point St., www.ghirardellisq.com), pronounced “GEAR-ah-DEL-ee,” began its life as a chocolate factory in 1852, but has since reinvented itself as an upscale shopping, dining, and living compound. The Ghirardelli Chocolate Manufactory (900 North Point St., 415/474-3938, www.ghirardelli.com, 9am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-midnight Fri.-Sat.) anchors the corner of the square. Here you can browse the rambling shop and pick up truffles, wafers, candies, and sauces for all your friends back home. Finally, get in line at the ice cream counter to order a hot fudge sundae. Once you’ve finished gorging on chocolate, wander out into the square to enjoy more shopping and an unbelievably swank condo complex overlooking the bay.


San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park


The real gem of the Wharf is the San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, which spreads from the base of Van Ness to Pier 45. At the visitors center (499 Jefferson St., 415/447-5000, 9:30am-5pm daily), not only will rangers help you make the most of your visit, but you can also get lost in the labyrinthine museum that houses an immense Fresnel lighthouse lens and engaging displays that recount San Francisco’s history. For $5 you can climb aboard the historical ships at permanent dock across the street at the Hyde Street Pier. The shiniest jewel of the collection is the 1886 square-rigged Balclutha, a three-masted schooner that recalls times gone by, complete with excellent historical exhibits below deck. There are also several steamboats, including the workhorse ferry paddle-wheel Eureka and a cool old steam tugboat called the Eppleton Hall. Farther down at Pier 45, World War II buffs can feel the claustrophobia of the submarine USS Pampanito (415/775-1943, www.maritime.org, 9am-close daily, adults $12, children 6-12 $6, under 6 free) or the expansiveness of the Liberty ship SS Jeremiah O’Brien (415/544-0100, www.ssjeremiahobrien.org, adults $12, children 5-12 $6, children under 5 free).


The 1939 art deco Aquatic Bathhouse Building (900 Beach St., 415/561-7100, www.nps.gov/safr, 10am-4pm daily, adults $5, children free), built in 1939, houses the Maritime Museum, where you can see a number of rotating exhibits alongside its brilliant WPA murals.


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


The Marina and Pacific Heights are wealthy neighborhoods, with a couple of yacht harbors, plenty of open space, great dining, and shopping that only gets better as you go up the hill.


Palace of Fine Arts


The Palace of Fine Arts (3301 Lyon St.) was originally meant to be nothing but a temporary structure—part of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in 1915. But the lovely building designed by Bernard Maybeck won the hearts of San Franciscans, and a fund was started to preserve the palace beyond the exposition. Through the first half of the 20th century, efforts could not keep it from crumbling, but in the 1960s and 1970s, serious rebuilding work took place, and today the Palace of Fine Arts stands proud, strong, and beautiful. It houses the Palace of Fine Arts Theatre (415/567-6642, www.palaceoffinearts.org), which hosts events nearly every day, from beauty pageants to conferences to children’s musical theater performances.




[image: image]


the Palace of Fine Arts






S The Presidio



A visit to the Presidio (Bldg. 105, Montgomery St. and Lincoln Blvd., 415/561-4323, www.nps.gov/prsf, visitors center 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sun., free) will remind visitors that this used to be an army town. Capping the northwestern part of the city, the Presidio has been a military installation since 1776. When defense budgets shrank at the end of the Cold War, the military turned it over to the National Park Service, making it a historical park in 1994.
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The Presidio





While there is plenty of history and architecture here to thrill any military buff, the Presidio’s nearly three square miles are also filled with hiking trails, restored wetlands, forests, and foreboding cliffs that offer spectacular views of the Golden Gate and the Marin Headlands.


To orient yourself among the more than 800 buildings that make up the Presidio, start at the visitors center in the beautiful Main Post. You’ll also find the Walt Disney Family Museum (104 Montgomery St., 415/345-6800, www.waltdisney.org, 10am-6pm Wed.-Mon., adults $20, children 6-17 $15) and George Lucas’s Letterman Digital Arts Center (Chestnut St. and Lyon St., www.lucasfilm.com), where you can snap a photo with a life-size Yoda statue. More history can be found at Crissy Field, which runs along the bay and includes the World War II grass airfield, and Civil War-era fortifications at the breathtaking Fort Point (end of Marine Dr., 415/556-1693, www.nps.gov/fopo, 10am-5pm Fri.-Mon.).


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Golden Gate Bridge



People come from the world over to see and walk the Golden Gate Bridge (U.S. 101/Hwy. 1 at Lincoln Blvd., 415/921-5858, http://goldengatebridge.org, southbound cars $7, pedestrians free). A marvel of human engineering constructed in 1936 and 1937, the suspension bridge spans the narrow “gate” from which the Pacific Ocean enters the San Francisco Bay. Pedestrians are allowed on the east sidewalk (5am-6:30pm daily Nov.-Apr., 5am-9pm daily Apr.-Oct.). On a clear day, the whole bay, Marin Headlands, and city skyline are visible. Cyclists are allowed on both sidewalks (check the website for times), but as the scenery is stunning, be aware of pedestrians and cyclists not keeping their eyes on where they are going.
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the Golden Gate Bridge





CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


The Civic Center functions as the heart of San Francisco. Not only is the seat of government here, but so are venerable high-culture institutions: the War Memorial Opera House and Davies Symphony Hall, home of the world-famous San Francisco Symphony. As the Civic Center melts into Hayes Valley, you’ll find fabulous hotels and restaurants serving both the city’s politicos and the well-heeled.



City Hall



Look at San Francisco’s City Hall (1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Pl., 415/554-6079, www.sfgov.org, 8am-8pm Mon.-Fri., free) and you’ll think you’ve somehow been transported to Europe. The stately Beaux-Arts building with the gilded dome is the pride of the city and houses the mayor’s office and much of the city’s government. Enjoy walking through the parklike square in front of City Hall (though this area can get a bit sketchy after dark). Inside you’ll find a combination of historical grandeur and modern accessibility and convenience as you tour the Arthur Brown Jr.-designed edifice.


Asian Art Museum


Across from City Hall is the Asian Art Museum (200 Larkin St., 415/581-3500, www.asianart.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-9pm Thurs., adults $15, seniors $10, ages 13-17 $10, children under age 13 free), with enormous Ionic columns. Inside you’ll have an amazing window into the Asian cultures that have shaped and defined San Francisco and the Bay Area. The second and third floors of this intense museum are packed with great art from all across Asia, including a Chinese gilded Buddha dating from AD 338. The breadth and diversity of Asian culture may stagger you; the museum’s displays come from Japan and Vietnam, Buddhist Tibet, and ancient China. Special exhibitions cost extra—check the website to see what will be displayed on the ground floor galleries when you’re in town. The curators regularly rotate items from the permanent collection, so you’ll probably encounter new beauty every time you visit.


Alamo Square


At this area’s far western edge sits Alamo Square (Hayes St. and Steiner St.), possibly the most photographed neighborhood in San Francisco. Among its stately Victorians are the famous “painted ladies,” a row of brilliantly painted and immaculately maintained homes. From the lovely Alamo Square Park (Hayes St. and Steiner St.), the ladies provide a picturesque foreground to the perfect view of the Civic Center and the rest of downtown.


MISSION AND CASTRO


Castro is the heart of gay San Francisco, complete with nightlife, festivals, and LGBT community activism. With its mix of Latino immigrants, working artists, and hipsters, the Mission is a neighborhood bursting at the seams with idiosyncratic energy. Changing from block to block, the zone manages to be blue-collar, edgy, and gentrified all at once. While the heart of the neighborhood is still Latin American, with delicious burritos and pupusas around every corner, it is also the go-to neighborhood for the new tech economy with luxury condos, pricey boutiques, and international restaurants in a city famous for its food.


Mission Dolores


Mission Dolores (3321 16th St., 415/621-8203, www.missiondolores.org, 9am-4:30pm daily May-Oct., 9am-4pm daily Nov.-Apr., donation adults $5, children $3), formally named Mission San Francisco de Asís, was founded in 1776. Today the mission is the oldest intact building in the city, having survived the 1906 earthquake and fire, the 1989 Loma Prieta quake, and more than 200 years of use. You can attend Roman Catholic services here each Saturday, or you can visit the Old Mission Museum and the Basilica, which house artifacts from the Native Americans and Spanish of the 18th century. The beauty and grandeur of the mission recall the heyday of the Spanish empire in California, so important to the history of the state as it is today.
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Mission Dolores, the oldest intact structure in San Francisco





GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


The neighborhood surrounding the intersection of Haight and Ashbury Streets (known locally as “the Haight”) is best known for the wave of countercultural energy that broke out in the 1960s. Haight Street terminates at the entrance to San Francisco’s gem—Golden Gate Park.



S Golden Gate Park



Dominating the western half of San Francisco, Golden Gate Park (main entrance at Stanyan St. at Fell St., McLaren Lodge Visitors Center at John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2700, www.golden-gate-park.com) is one of the city’s most enduring treasures. Its 1,000-plus acres include lakes, forests, formal gardens, windmills, museums, a buffalo pasture, and plenty of activities. Enjoy free concerts in the summer, hike in near solitude in the winter, or spend a day wandering and exploring scores of sights.
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DE YOUNG MUSEUM


The de Young Museum (50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr., 415/750-3600, http://deyoung.famsf.org; 9:30am-5:15pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun., 9:30am-8:45pm Fri., Apr.-Nov.; 9:30am-5:15pm Tues.-Sun., Dec.-Mar.; adults $10, seniors $7, children 13-17 $6, children 12 and under free) is staggering in its size and breadth: You’ll see everything from pre-Columbian art to 17th-century ladies’ gowns. View paintings, sculpture, textiles, ceramics, “contemporary crafts” from all over the world, and rotating exhibits that range from King Tut to the exquisite Jean Paul Gaultier collection. Competing with all of that is the building itself.
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the de Young Museum





The museum’s modern exterior is wrapped in perforated copper, while the interior incorporates pockets of manicured gardens. Poking out of the park’s canopy is a twisted tower that offers a spectacular 360-degree view of the city and the bay. Entrance to the tower, lily pond, and art garden is free. Surrounded by sphinxes and draping wisteria, you can enjoy an art-filled picnic lunch.


CALIFORNIA ACADEMY OF SCIENCES


A triumph of the sustainable scientific principles it exhibits, the California Academy of Sciences (55 Music Concourse Dr., 415/379-8000, www.calacademy.org; 9:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.; adults $35; students, seniors, and children 12-17 $30; children 4-11 $25; children 3 and under free) drips with ecological perfection. From the grass-covered roof to the underground aquarium, visitors can explore every part of the universe. Wander through a steamy endangered rainforest contained inside a giant glass bubble, or travel through an all-digital outer space in the high-tech planetarium. More studious nature lovers can spend days examining every inch of the Natural History Museum, including favorite exhibits like the 87-foot-long blue whale skeleton. The Academy of Sciences takes pains to make itself kid-friendly, with interactive exhibits, thousands of live animals, and endless opportunities for learning. On Thursday nights (6pm-10pm, $12), the academy is an adults-only zone, where DJs play music and the café serves cocktails by some of the city’s most renowned mixologists.


JAPANESE TEA GARDEN


The Japanese Tea Garden (75 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr., 415/752-4227, http://japaneseteagardensf.com, 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct., 9am-4:45pm daily Nov.-Feb., adults $7, seniors $5, children 5-11 $2, children 4 and under free) is a haven of peace and tranquility that’s a local favorite within the park, particularly in the spring. The planting and design of the garden began in 1894 for the California Exposition. Today the flourishing garden displays a wealth of beautiful flora, including stunning examples of rare Chinese and Japanese plants, some quite old. As you stroll along the paths, you’ll come upon sculptures, bridges, ponds, and even traditional tsukubai (a tea ceremony sink). Take one of the docent-led tours and conclude your visit with tea and a fortune cookie at the tea house.


SAN FRANCISCO BOTANICAL GARDEN


Take a bucolic walk in the middle of Golden Gate Park by visiting the San Francisco Botanical Garden (1199 9th Ave. at Lincoln Way, 415/661-1316, www.sfbotanicalgarden.org, 7:30am-6pm daily early Mar.-Sept., 10am-5pm daily Oct.-early Mar., adults $7, students and seniors $5, ages 5-11 $2, families $15, under age 5 and city residents with ID free). The 55-acre gardens play home to more than 8,000 species of plants from around the world, including a California Natives garden and a shady redwood forest. Fountains, ponds, meadows, and lawns are interwoven with the flowers and trees to create a peaceful, serene setting in the middle of the crowded city.


CONSERVATORY OF FLOWERS


For a trip to San Francisco’s Victorian past, step inside the steamy Conservatory of Flowers (100 John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2090, www.conservatoryofflowers.org, 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Sun., adults $8, students and seniors $5, ages 5-11 $2, children under 5 free). Built in 1878, the striking wood and glass greenhouse is home to more than 1,700 plant species that spill out of containers, twine around rainforest trees, climb trellises reaching the roof, and rim deep ponds where eight-foot lily pads float serenely on still waters. Surrounded by the exotic flora illuminated only by natural light, it’s easy to transport yourself to the heyday of colonialism when the study of botany was in its first bloom. Plus, it’s one of the best places to explore on a rainy day. Strollers are not permitted inside; wheelchairs and power chairs are allowed.


The Legion of Honor


A beautiful museum in a town filled with beauty, The Legion of Honor (100 34th Ave. at Clement St., 415/750-3600, http://legionofhonor.famsf.org, 9:30am-5:15pm Tues.-Sun., adults $10, seniors $7, students and ages 13-17 $6, 12 and under free) sits on its lonely promontory in Lincoln Park, overlooking the Golden Gate. A gift to the city from philanthropist Alma Spreckels in 1924, this French Beaux-Arts-style building was built to honor the memory of California soldiers who died in World War I. From its beginning, the Legion of Honor was a museum dedicated to bringing European art to the population of San Francisco. Today visitors can view gorgeous collections of European paintings, sculpture, decorative arts, ancient artifacts from around the Mediterranean, thousands of paper drawings by great artists, and much more. Special exhibitions come from the Legion’s own collections and museums of the world.



Entertainment and Events



NIGHTLIFE


Bars


The ritzy Union Square and Nob Hill neighborhoods are better known for shopping than for nightlife, but a few upscale bars hang in there. Some inhabit major hotels, like the Tonga Room & Hurricane Bar (950 Mason St., 415/772-5278, www.tongaroom.com, 6pm-10pm Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., 6pm-11pm Fri.-Sat.), where an over-the-top tiki theme adds a whimsical touch to the stately Fairmont Hotel on Nob Hill. The 1940s-era lounge—with its fruity rum drinks served in coconuts, its “rainstorms,” and its floating stage—is so beloved that it was designated a historical landmark.


Since World War II, the views and drinks from the Top of the Mark (InterContinental Mark Hopkins, 999 California St., 415/392-3434, www.intercontinentalmarkhopkins.com, 4:30pm-11:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 4:30pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat., 5pm-11:30pm Sun.) have drawn visitors from around the world. The cocktail lounge doubles as a restaurant that serves light dinners, while live bands play almost every night of the week. The dress code is business casual and is enforced, so leave the jeans at home.


The cocktail craze is alive and well at the Rickhouse (246 Kearny St., 415/398-2827, www.rickhousesf.com, 5pm-2am Mon., 3pm-2am Tues.-Fri., 6pm-2am Sat.). What the Rickhouse truly specializes in are cocktails made from long-forgotten spirits and fresh ingredients. Grab a seat upstairs or down in the all-wood bar, and sample a Rye Maple Fizz or go in on a massive rum punch, served in a hollow clamshell. Get here before the after-work crowd or you may not get in at all.


The House of Shields (39 New Montgomery St., 415/284-9958, www.thehouseofshields.com, 2pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 3pm-2am Sat.-Sun.) has been in the city since 1908. The original incarnation was an illegal speakeasy during the Prohibition era. Today, the House of Shields serves upscale cocktails (with upscale prices) in its gorgeous interior. Expect a huge crowd during happy hour, which thins out after 8pm or so.


Secret passwords, a hidden library, and an art deco vibe make Bourbon and Branch (505 Jones St., 415/346-1735, www.bourbonandbranch.com, 6pm-2am Mon.-Sat., reservations suggested) a must for lovers of the brown stuff. Tucked behind a nameless brown door, this resurrected 1920s-era speakeasy evokes its Prohibition-era past with passwords and secret passages.


North Beach is famous for its watering holes, but perhaps its most iconic is Vesuvio (255 Columbus Ave., 415/362-3370, www.vesuvio.com, 6am-2am daily) for the simple reason that Jack Kerouac loved it. Not much has changed since then, except its jukebox, which has only gotten better. This cozy bi-level hideout is an easy place to spend the afternoon with a pint of Anchor Steam.


Walking into Tosca (242 Columbus Ave., 415/986-9651, http://toscacafesf.com, 5pm-2am Tues.-Sun., $16-42) is a step back in time to North Beach at its most romantic. Founded in 1919, Tosca spent much of its life as a bar. Take a seat at the bar and order the house cappuccino, a decadent concoction made of Armagnac, bourbon, chocolate ganache, and absolutely no coffee. It’s also a restaurant, which Bon Appétit rated as the fourth-best new restaurant in 2014.


Comstock Saloon (155 Columbus Ave., 415/617-0071, www.comstocksaloon.com, noon-2am Mon.-Fri., 4pm-2am Sat., 4pm-midnight Sun.) salutes San Francisco’s retro-fresh craze, with a cocktail menu that works to recall the city’s early days. The heavy, ornate bar and a meat-and-potatoes menu conjure the 1860s, somehow making it feel modern and relevant.


Hayes Valley bleeds into Lower Haight (Haight St. between Divisadero St. and Octavia Blvd.) and supplies most of the neighborhood bars. For proof that the independent spirit of the Haight lives on, have a drink at the Toronado (547 Haight St., 415/863-2276, www.toronado.com, 11:30am-2am daily). This dimly lit haven maintains one of the finest beer selections in the nation, with a changing roster of several dozen microbrews on tap, including many hard-to-find Belgian ales.


Channeling a shipwreck in the middle of the Caribbean, the hipster Smuggler’s Cove (650 Gough St., 415/869-1900, http://smugglerscovesf.com, 5pm-1:15am daily) has been named one of America’s best bars by Esquire, Times of London, Food & Wine magazine, and Playboy. The cocktail menu reads like an index of rum drinks from the heyday of tiki bars, many using fire as a key ingredient.


Dalva (3121 16th St., 415/252-7740, http://dalvasf.com, 4pm-2am daily) is a small but sophisticated oasis in an ocean of overcrowded Mission hipster hangouts. You’ll find dramatic high ceilings, modern paintings, and a jukebox stuffed with indie rock and electronica. Way back in the depths of the club, the Hideaway bar serves up a delectable array of cocktails poured by a rotating staff of local celebrity mixologists.


Excellent draft beers, tasty barbecue plates, and a motorcycle-inclined crowd give Zeitgeist (199 Valencia St., 415/255-7505, http://zeitgeistsf.com, 9am-2am daily) a punk-rock edge. This Mission favorite endears itself to all sorts, thanks to its spacious outdoor beer garden and Friday barbecues.


Blackbird (2124 Market St., 415/503-0630, www.blackbirdbar.com, 3pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 2pm-2am Sat.-Sun.) draws a mixed crowd to its location on upper Market Street. The specialty here is cocktails that are mixed and then aged in either oak or bourbon barrels for up to two months. There are also carbonated cocktails on tap and an utterly unusual list of drinks utilizing herbs found in kitchen gardens a hundred years ago.


Haight Street crowds head out in droves to the Alembic (1725 Haight St., 415/666-0822, www.alembicbar.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., noon-2am Sat.-Sun.) for artisanal cocktails laced with American spirits. On par with the whiskey and bourbon menu is the cuisine: Wash down beef-tongue sliders with a Sazerac.


Club Deluxe (1511 Haight St., 415/552-6949, www.clubdeluxe.co, 4pm-2am Tues.-Sun.) is the perfect place to discover your inner Sinatra. Pull up a stool at this dark retro-style bar and order something classic while listening to live jazz or watching burlesque. A pizza menu gives patrons something to buffer those strong drinks.


Clubs


Ruby Skye (420 Mason St., 415/693-0777, www.rubyskye.com, 9pm-2am Thurs.-Sat., cover $15-60, dress code enforced) books top DJs and occasional live acts into a large, packed dance club. Crowds can get big on weekends, and the patrons tend to be young and pretty and looking for action. The sound system rocks, so conversation isn’t happening, and the drinks tend toward overpriced vodka and Red Bull.


Harry Denton’s Starlight Room (450 Powell St., 21st Fl., 415/395-8595, www.harrydenton.com, 6pm-2am Tues.-Sat., cover up to $15) brings the flamboyant side of San Francisco downtown. Enjoy a cocktail in the early evening or a nightcap and a bite of dessert after the theater in this truly old-school nightclub.


111 Minna Street Gallery (111 Minna St., 415/974-1719, www.111minnagallery.com, club hours and cover charge vary) really is an art gallery, but it’s also one of the hottest dance clubs. After 5pm on event nights, the gallery transforms into a nightclub, opening the full bar and bringing in DJs who spin late into the weekend nights.


It’s dark, it’s dank, and it’s very, very Goth. The Cat Club (1190 Folsom St., 415/703-8965, www.sfcatclub.com, 9pm-3am Tues.-Sun., cover $6-10) gets pretty energetic on ’80s dance nights. You’ll find a friendly crowd, decent bartenders, strong drinks, and easy access to smoking areas. Each of the two rooms has its own DJ, which somehow works perfectly even though they’re only a wall apart from each other.


Looking for the DJs and dance parties? Head to the DNA Lounge (375 11th St., 415/626-1409, www.dnalounge.com, 9pm-5am daily, cover varies), with Bootie twice a month, ’80s parties, and live music, and a 24-7 pizza joint next door. It’s also one of the few clubs that’s open after hours.


The Rickshaw Stop (155 Fell St., 415/861-2011, www.rickshawstop.com, hours vary, cover $7-25) in the Hayes Valley neighborhood welcomes one and all with a cavernous lower bar, stage area and dance floor, and a quirky balcony area complete with comfy old sofas.


Gay and Lesbian


Since 1973, The EndUp (401 6th St., 415/646-0999, www.theendup.com, 11pm-8am Fri., 10pm-8am Sat., 1pm-2am Sun., cover varies) has been where late-night revelers have, well, ended up. The mixed crowd dances to hip-hop and house music and parties until dawn. The venue also hosts Sundaze, an outdoor hip-hop party starting at 1pm.


The Lookout (3600 16th St., 415/431-0306, www.lookoutsf.com, 3:30pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 12:30pm-2am Sat.-Sun., cover up to $10) gets its name and much of its rep from its balcony overlooking the iconic Castro neighborhood. Get up there for some primo people-watching as you sip your industrial-strength alcoholic concoctions and nibble on surprisingly edible bar snacks and pizza.


Live Music


Opened in the late 1960s, The Fillmore (1805 Geary Blvd., 415/346-3000, www.thefillmore.com) ignited the careers of such legends as Santana and the Grateful Dead. Major acts still pass through here, and the Fillmore remains a local favorite of music lovers for its balcony seating, comfortable bar, and intimate stage setting.


The Great American Music Hall (859 O’Farrell St., 415/885-0750, www.slimspresents.com) is the other top small venue in San Francisco. It too has great acts, casual balcony seating, a small stage, ample bars, and ornate architectural detailing. In fact, the Great American is the oldest nightclub in the city and, like the Fillmore, located in a dodgy neighborhood, but is well worth the effort.


Started by rock veteran Boz Scaggs in 1988, Slim’s (333 11th St., 415/255-0333, www.slims-sf.com) has filled the alternative pop niche in the city. Dinner tickets are the only way to score an actual seat, and when it’s crowded, it can be difficult to see the small stage.


The beautiful and ornate Warfield (982 Market St., 415/345-0900, http://thewarfieldtheatre.com) books all sorts of acts, from Bill Maher to alternative rock. Choose from limited table seating on the lowest level (mostly by reservation), reserved seats in the balconies, or open standing in the orchestra below the stage.


Bimbo’s 365 Club (1025 Columbus Ave., 415/474-0365, www.bimbos365club.com) retains its reputation as a favorite venue for locals. Today major accessible acts such as Chris Isaak and the Brian Setzer Orchestra play here. The club itself, with its slightly tarnished midcentury vibe, remains a beloved elder statesman with a heavy following.


The Boom Boom Room (1601 Fillmore St., 415/673-8040, www.boomboomblues.com, 7pm-2am Mon., 4pm-2am Tues.-Sun.) has kept it real in the Fillmore for more than two decades. Today you’ll find the latest in a legacy of live blues, boogie, groove, soul, and funk music in this fun, divvy joint.


On the other side of town, Biscuits and Blues (401 Mason St., 415/292-2583, www.biscuitsandblues.com, hours and days vary) is a local musicians’ favorite. Headliners have included Joe Louis Walker, Jimmy Thackery, and Jim Kimo. Dinner is served nightly and features a surprisingly varied and upscale menu.


Bringing jazz to the high culture of Hayes Valley is SFJazz Center (201 Franklin St., 866/920-5299, http://sfjazz.org, hours vary Tues.-Sun.), a stunning 35,000-square-foot space with state-of-the-art acoustics. It’s designed to feel like a small club, thanks to steep seating that brings the large audience close to the performers, and has drawn major acts such as Herbie Hancock and the Afro-Cuban All Stars.


Comedy


San Francisco’s oldest comedy club, the Punch Line (444 Battery St., 415/397-7573, www.punchlinecomedyclub.com, shows 8pm and 10pm Tues.-Sun., cover varies) is an elegant and intimate venue that earned its top-notch reputation with stellar headliners such as Robin Williams, Ellen DeGeneres, and Dave Chappelle. An on-site bar keeps the audience primed.


Cobb’s Comedy Club (915 Columbus Ave., 415/928-4320, www.cobbscomedy.com, shows 8pm and 10:15pm Thurs.-Sun., cover varies, two-drink minimum) has played host to star comedians such as Louis CK, Sarah Silverman, and Margaret Cho since 1982. The 425-seat venue offers a full dinner menu and a bar to slake your thirst. Be sure to check your show’s start time—some comics don’t follow the usual Cobb’s schedule.


THE ARTS


Theater


San Francisco may not be known as a big theater town, but it does boast a number of small and large theaters. A great way to grab last-minute theater tickets (or for music or dance shows) is to walk right up to Union Square TIX (Union Square, 415/433-7827, www.tixbayarea.com, 10am-6pm daily) for same-day, half-price, no-refund tickets to all kinds of shows across the city. TIX also sells half-price tickets to same-day shows online—check the website at 11am daily for up-to-date deals. If you really, really need to see a major musical while you’re in San Francisco, check out the three venues where big Broadway productions land when they come to town: the Orpheum and Golden Gate Theatres (www.shnsf.com), and the Curran Theatre (www.sfcurran.com).


Just up from Union Square, the traditional San Francisco theater district continues to entertain crowds. The American Conservatory Theater (A.C.T., 415 Geary St., 415/749-2228, www.act-sf.org, shows Tues.-Sun., $22-82) puts on a season filled with big-name, big-budget productions, such as high-production-value musicals, American classics by the likes of Sam Shepard and Somerset Maugham, and intriguing new works. Discount parking is available with a ticket stub from A.C.T. at the Mason-O’Farrell garage around the corner.


The Curran Theatre (445 Geary St., 888/746-1799, www.sfcurran.com, $105-250), next door to A.C.T., has a state-of-the-art stage for classic, high-budget musicals, such as Les Misérables, Phantom of the Opera, and Chicago. Expect to pay a premium for tickets to these productions, which can sometimes run for months or even years. Check the schedule for current shows.


There’s one live show that’s always different, yet it’s been running continuously since 1974. It’s Beach Blanket Babylon (678 Green St., 415/421-4222, www.beachblanketbabylon.com, shows Wed.-Sun., $25-100), which mocks pop culture and continuously evolves to take advantage of tabloid treasures. Although minors are welcome at the Sunday matinees, evening shows are restricted to attendees 21 and over.


Located in seedy Mid-Market area, both the Orpheum Theatre (1192 Market St., 888/746-1799, www.shnsf.com, $50-200) and the Golden Gate Theatre (1 Taylor St., 888/746-1799, www.shnsf.com, $50-200) run touring productions of popular Broadway musicals.


Classical Music and Opera


Right around the Civic Center, culture takes a turn for the upscale. This is the neighborhood where the ultrarich and not-so-rich classics lovers come to enjoy a night out. Acoustically renovated in 1992, Davies Symphony Hall (201 Van Ness Ave., 415/864-6000, www.sfsymphony.org) is home to Michael Tilson Thomas’s world-renowned San Francisco Symphony. Loyal patrons flock to performances that range from the classic to the avant-garde. Whether you want to hear Mozart and Mahler or classic rock blended with major symphony orchestra, the San Francisco Symphony does it.


The War Memorial Opera House (301 Van Ness Ave., 415/621-6600, www.sfwmpac.org), a Beaux-Arts-style building designed by Coit Tower and City Hall architect Arthur Brown Jr., houses the San Francisco Opera (415/864-3330, http://sfopera.com) and San Francisco Ballet (415/861-5600, www.sfballet.org). Tours are available (415/552-8338, 10am-2pm Mon., $5-7).


Cinema


The Castro Theatre (429 Castro St., 415/621-6120, www.castrotheatre.com, $8.50-11) is a grand movie palace from the 1920s that has enchanted San Francisco audiences for almost a century. The Castro Theatre hosts everything from revival double features (from black-and-white through 1980s classics) to musical movie sing-alongs, live shows, and even the occasional book signing. The Castro also screens current releases and documentaries about queer life in San Francisco and beyond. Once inside, be sure to admire the lavish interior decor. If you get to your seat early, you’re likely to be rewarded with a performance of the Mighty Wurlitzer pipe organ before the show.
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For a more modern and upscale moviegoing experience, go to the Sundance Kabuki (1881 Post St., www.sundancecinemas.com/kabuki.html, $9.75-15.50). The “amenity fee” pays for reserved seating, film shorts rather than commercials, and bamboo decor. The Kabuki has eight screens, all of which show mostly big blockbuster Hollywood films, plus a smattering of independents and the occasional filmed opera performance. The Over 21 shows are in the two theaters connected to full bars.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


San Francisco is host to numerous events year-round. Following are some of the biggest that are worth planning a trip around.


During the Chinese New Year Parade (Chinatown, www.chineseparade.com, Feb.), Chinatown celebrates the lunar new year with a parade of costumed dancers, floats, and firecrackers.


Join rowdy, costumed revelers for Bay to Breakers (Embarcadero to Great Highway, www.baytobreakers.com, May), a 12K run/walk/stumble across the city through Golden Gate Park to a massive street party at Ocean Beach.


One of the year’s biggest parades is the San Francisco LGBT Pride Parade and Celebration (Market St., www.sfpride.org, June). Hundreds of thousands of people of all orientations take to the streets for this quintessentially San Franciscan party-cum-social justice movement.


Golden Gate Park is host to two wildly popular summer music festivals. Outside Lands (www.sfoutsidelands.com, Aug.) is a three-day music festival that floods the park with revelers, food trucks, and hundreds of bands. Headliners have included Radiohead, LCD Soundsystem, Kanye West, Metallica, Neil Young, and Elton John. The park barely recovers in time for Hardly Strictly Bluegrass (www.hardlystrictlybluegrass.com, late Sept. or early Oct.), a free music festival celebrating a wide variety of bluegrass sounds, from Lucinda Williams and Emmylou Harris to Ryan Adams and Yo La Tengo.


Shopping


UNION SQUARE


For the biggest variety of department stores and high-end international designers, plus a few select boutiques, locals and visitors alike flock to Union Square (bounded by Geary St., Stockton St., Post St., and Powell St.). The shopping area includes more than just the square proper: More designer and brand-name stores cluster for several blocks in all directions.


The big guys anchor Union Square. Macy’s (170 O’Farrell St., 415/397-3333, www.macys.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun.) has two immense locations, one for women’s clothing and another for the men’s store and housewares. Neiman Marcus (150 Stockton St., 415/362-3900, www.neimanmarcus.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs., noon-6pm Sun.) is a favorite among high-budget shoppers, and Saks Fifth Avenue (384 Post St., 415/986-4300, www.saksfifthavenue.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.) adds a touch of New York style to funky-but-wealthy San Francisco.


Levi’s (815 Market St., 415/501-0100, www.levi.com, 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-8pm Sun.) may be a household name, but this three-floor fashion emporium offers incredible customization services while featuring new music and emerging art. Levi’s got its start outfitting gold miners in 1849, so it’s literally a San Francisco tradition.


The bones of fashion can be found at Britex Fabrics (146 Geary St., 415/392-2910, www.britexfabrics.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), which draws designers, quilters, DIYers, and costume geeks from all over the Bay Area to its legendary monument to fabric. If you’re into any sort of textile crafting, a visit to Britex has the qualities of a religious experience. All four floors are crammed floor to ceiling with bolts of fabric, swaths of lace, and rolls of ribbon. From $1-per-yard grosgrain ribbons to $95-per-yard French silk jacquard and $125-per-yard Italian wool coating, Britex has it all.


NORTH BEACH


One of the most famous independent bookshops in a city known for its literary bent is City Lights (261 Columbus Ave., 415/362-8193, www.citylights.com, 10am-midnight daily). It opened in 1953 as an all-paperback bookstore with a decidedly Beat aesthetic, focused on selling modern literary fiction and progressive political tomes. As the Beats flocked to San Francisco and to City Lights, the shop put on another hat—that of publisher. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl was published by the erstwhile independent, which never looked back. Today City Lights continues to sell and publish the best of cutting-edge fiction and nonfiction. The store is still in its original location on the point of Columbus Avenue, though it’s expanded somewhat since the ’50s. Expect to find your favorite genre paperbacks along with the latest intriguing new works. The nonfiction selections can really make you take a step back and think about your world in a new way, which is just what founder Lawrence Ferlinghetti wanted.
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MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS



The shopping is good in the tony Marina and its elegant neighbor Pacific Heights. Chestnut and Union Streets cater to the Marina’s young and affluent residents with plenty of clothing boutiques and makeup outlets. Make a stop at Books Inc. (2251 Chestnut St., 415/931-3633, www.booksinc.net, 9am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-9pm Sun.), one of the best bookstores in the city. You’ll find everything from fiction to travel, as well as a great selection of magazines.


Fillmore Street is the other major shopping corridor. It’s funkier than its younger neighbors in the Marina, probably because of its proximity to Japantown and the Fillmore. You’ll still find fancy threads and accessories at places like Marc by Marc Jacobs (2141 Fillmore St., 415/447-9322, www.marcjacobs.com, 11am-7pm daily) and plenty to brighten up your home at the pricey Jonathan Adler (2133 Fillmore St., 415/563-9500, www.jonathanadler.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.).


HAYES VALLEY


In Hayes Valley, adjacent to the Civic Center, shopping goes uptown, but the unique scent of counterculture creativity still permeates. This is a fun neighborhood to get your stroll on, checking out the art galleries and peeking into the boutiques for clothing and upscale housewares, and then stopping at one of the lovely cafés for a restorative bite to eat.


Ver Unica (437B Hayes St. and 526 Hayes St., 415/431-0688, www.verunicasf.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) is a vintage boutique that attracts locals and celebrities with high-quality men’s and women’s clothing and accessories dating from the 1920s to the 1980s, along with a small selection of new apparel by up-and-coming designers.


Paolo Iantorno’s boutique Paolo Shoes (524 Hayes St., 415/552-4580, http://paoloshoes.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.) showcases his collection of handcrafted shoes, for which all leather and textiles are conscientiously selected and then inspected to ensure top quality.


You can hardly walk 10 feet without passing a sweet shop selling macarons. The original is Miette (449 Octavia St., 415/626-6221, www.miette.com, 11am-7pm daily), a cheery European-inspired candy shop, sister store to the Ferry Plaza bakery (415/837-0300). From double-salted licorice to handmade English toffee, the quality confections include imports from England, Italy, and France.


MISSION


In a city known for its quirky style, the Mission was the last neighborhood with a funky, easy-on-the-wallet shopping district. Sadly, the days are gone when you could buy cool vintage clothes by the pound, but Valencia Street is still the most vibrant and diverse neighborhood for shoppers in the city.


The Bell Jar (3187 16th St., 415/626-1749, https://belljarsf.com, noon-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) has everything you need to make you and your home into stylish trendsetters of the 21st century, from dresses and jewelry to art books and soaps. A bit more extreme is Five and Diamond (510 Valencia St., 415/255-9747, www.fiveanddiamond.com, noon-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.). Inside this unique space, you’ll find off-the-wall art, unusual clothing, and downright scary jewelry. Those who make an appointment in advance can also get a tattoo here, or purchase some keen body jewelry. A trip inside Five and Diamond can be an exciting adventure for the bold, but might be a bit much for the faint of heart. Decide for yourself whether you dare to take the plunge.


Author Dave Eggers’s tongue-in-cheek storefront at 826 Valencia (826 Valencia St., 415/642-5905, www.826valencia.org, noon-6pm daily) doubles as a pirate supply shop and youth literacy center. While you’ll find plenty of pirate booty, you’ll also find a good stock of literary magazines and books. Almost next door, Paxton Gate (824 Valencia St., 415/824-1872, www.paxtongate.com, 11am-7pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-8pm Thurs.-Sat.) takes the typical gift shop to a new level with taxidermy. This quirky spot is surprisingly cheery, with garden supplies, books, and candles filling the cases in addition to the fossilized creatures.


HAIGHT-ASHBURY


The Haight-Ashbury shopping district isn’t what it used to be, but if you’re willing to poke around a bit, you can still find a few bargains in the remaining thrift shops. One relic of the 1960s counterculture still thrives on the Haight: head shops. However, all pipes, water pipes, and other paraphernalia are strictly for use in smoking tobacco.
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Music has always been a part of the Haight. To this day you’ll find homeless folks pounding out rhythms on doumbeks and congas on the sidewalks and on Hippy Hill in the park. Located in an old bowling alley, Amoeba (1855 Haight St., 415/831-1200, www.amoeba.com, 11am-8pm daily) is a larger-than-life record store that promotes every type of music imaginable. Amoeba’s staff, many of whom are musicians themselves, are among the most knowledgeable in the business.


The award-winning Booksmith (1644 Haight St., 800/493-7323, www.booksmith.com, 10am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-8pm Sun.) boasts a helpful and informed staff, a fabulous magazine collection, and Northern California’s preeminent calendar of readings by internationally renowned authors.


Originally a vaudeville theater, the capacious Wasteland (1660 Haight St., 415/863-3150, www.shopwasteland.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-7pm Sun.) has a traffic-stopping art nouveau facade, a distinctive assortment of vintage hippie and rock-star threads, and a glamour-punk staff.


Make for the glam at Piedmont Boutique (1452 Haight St., 415/864-8075, www.piedmontsf.com, 11am-7pm daily). The narrow store is a riot of color, filled with feather boas, sequined shorts, fantastic wigs—and those who wear them. This is where San Francisco’s drag queens shop.


Sports and Recreation


BEACHES


Ocean Beach


San Francisco boasts of being a city that has everything, and it certainly comes close. This massive urban wonderland even claims several genuine sand beaches within its city limits. No doubt the biggest and most famous of these is Ocean Beach (Great Hwy., parking at Sloat Blvd., Golden Gate Park, and the Cliff House, www.parksconservancy.org). This four-mile stretch of sand forms the breakwater for the Pacific Ocean along the whole west side of the city. Because it’s so large, you’re likely to find a spot to sit down and maybe even a parking place along the beach, except perhaps on that rarest of occasions in San Francisco—a sunny, warm day. Don’t go out for an ocean swim at Ocean Beach: Extremely dangerous rip currents cause fatalities every year.


Aquatic Park


The beach at Aquatic Park (Beach St. and Hyde St., www.nps.gov/safr) sits at the west end of the Fisherman’s Wharf tourist area. This makes Aquatic Park incredibly convenient for visitors who want to grab a picnic on the wharf to enjoy down on the beach. It was built in the late 1930s as a bathhouse catering to wealthy San Franciscans, and today, swimming remains one of Aquatic Park’s main attractions: Triathletes and hard-core swimmers brave the frigid waters to swim for miles in the protected cove. More sedate visitors can find a seat and enjoy a cup of coffee, a newspaper, and some people-watching.


Baker Beach


Baker Beach (Golden Gate Point and the Presidio, www.parksconservancy.org) is best known for its scenery, and that doesn’t just mean the lovely views of the Golden Gate Bridge. Baker is San Francisco’s own clothing-optional (that is, nude) beach. But don’t worry, plenty of the denizens of Baker Beach wear clothes while flying kites, playing volleyball and Frisbee, and even just strolling on the beach. Because Baker is much smaller than Ocean Beach, it gets crowded in the summer. Whether you choose to sunbathe nude or not, don’t try to swim here. The currents get seriously strong and dangerous because it’s so close to the Golden Gate.


PARKS


Golden Gate Park


The largest park in San Francisco is Golden Gate Park (main entrance at Stanyan St. and Fell St., McLaren Lodge Visitors Center at John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2700, www.golden-gate-park.com). In addition to housing popular sights like the Academy of Sciences, the de Young, and the Japanese Tea Garden, Golden Gate Park is San Francisco’s unofficial playground. There are three botanical gardens, a children’s playground (Martin Luther King Jr. Dr. and Bowling Green Dr.), tennis courts, and a golf course. Stow Lake (415/386-2531, http://stowlakeboathouse.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-6pm Fri.-Sun., $20-34 per hour) offers paddleboats for rent, and the park even has its own bison paddock. Weekends find the park filled with locals inline skating, biking, hiking, and even Lindy Hopping. John F. Kennedy Drive east of Transverse Drive is closed to motorists every Saturday from April through September and Sunday year-round for pedestrian-friendly fun.


Crissy Field


Crissy Field (Marina Blvd. and Baker St., 415/561-4700, www.parksconservancy.org), with its beaches, restored wetlands, and wide promenade, is the playground of the Presidio (415/561-4323, www.nps.gov/prsf, free). It’s part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area and is dedicated to environmental education. At the Crissy Field Center (1199 E. Beach, 415/561-7690, 9am-5pm daily), you’ll find a list of classes, seminars, and fun hands-on activities for all ages. Many of these include walks out into the marsh and the Presidio.


Lands End


The Lands End Trail (Merrie Way, 415/561-4700, www.nps.gov/goga) is part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. Rising above rugged cliffs and beaches, Lands End feels wild, but the three-mile trail, which runs from El Camino Del Mar near the Legion of Honor to the ruins of the Sutro Baths, is perfect for any hiking enthusiast. For a longer adventure, there are plenty of auxiliary trails to explore that lead down to little beaches. Be sure to look out for the remains of three shipwrecks on the rocks of Point Lobos at low tide. Grab a cup of hot chocolate at the stunning Lands End Lookout visitor center (680 Point Lobos Ave., 415/426-5240, www.parksconservancy.org, 9am-5pm daily) when your hike is finished.


Mission Dolores Park


If you’re looking for a park where the most strenuous activity is people-watching, then head to Mission Dolores Park (Dolores St. and 19th St., 415/554-9521, http://sfrecpark.org). Usually called Dolores Park, it’s a favorite of Castro and Mission District denizens. Bring a beach blanket to sprawl on the lawn and a picnic lunch supplied by one of the excellent nearby eateries. On weekends, music festivals and cultural events often spring up at Dolores Park.


BIKING


In other places, bicycling is a sport or a mode of transportation. In San Francisco, bicycling is a religion. Some might say that the high church of this religion is the San Francisco Bike Coalition (415/431-2453, www.sfbike.org). In addition to providing workshops and hosting events, the Bike Coalition is an excellent resource for anyone who wants to cycle through the city. Check out its website for tips, maps, and rules of the road.


As a newcomer to biking in the city, it may be wise to start off gently, perhaps with a guided tour that avoids areas with dangerous traffic. Blazing Saddles (2715 Hyde St., 415/202-8888, www.blazingsaddles.com, $8-15/hour) rents bikes and offers tips on where to go. If you prefer the safety of a group, take the guided tour (10am daily, three hours, adult $55, child $35, reservations required) through San Francisco and across the Golden Gate Bridge into Marin County. With five locations, most in the Fisherman’s Wharf area, it’s easy to find yourself a cruiser. One of the most popular treks is the easy and flat nine-mile ride across the Golden Gate Bridge and back. This is a great way to see the bridge and the bay for the first time, and it takes only an hour or two to complete. Another option is to ride across the bridge and into the town of Sausalito (8 miles) or Tiburon (16 miles), enjoy an afternoon and dinner, and then ride the ferry back into the city (bikes are allowed on board).


Another easy and low-stress option is the paved paths of Golden Gate Park (main entrance at Stanyan St. and Fell St., McLaren Lodge Visitors Center at John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2700, www.golden-gate-park.com) and the Presidio (Montgomery St. and Lincoln Blvd., 415/561-4323, www.nps.gov/prsf). A bike makes a perfect mode of transportation to explore the various museums and attractions of these two large parks, and you can spend all day and never have to worry about finding parking. At the entrance of Golden Gate Park, Golden Gate Tours & Bike Rentals (1816 Haight St., 415/922-4537, www.goldengateparkbikerental.com, 9:30am-6:30pm daily, $7-9/hour, $30-36/day) has a kiosk. Another choice is Golden Gate Park Bike and Skate (3038 Fulton St., 415/668-1117, http://goldengateparkbikeandskate.com; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat.-Sun., summer; 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.-Sun., winter; bike rental $5/hour, $25/day) located just north of the park on Fulton near the de Young Museum.


WHALE-WATCHING


With day-trip access to the marine sanctuary off the Farallon Islands, whale-watching is a year-round activity in San Francisco. San Francisco Whale Tours (Pier 39, Dock B, 888/235-6450 or 415/448/7570, www.sanfranciscowhaletours.com, tours daily, $60-89, advance purchase required) offers six-hour trips out to the Farallons almost every Saturday and Sunday, with almost-guaranteed whale sightings on each trip. Shorter whale-watching trips along the coastline run on weekdays, and 90-minute quickie trips out to see slightly smaller local wildlife, including elephant seals and sea lions, also go out daily. Children ages 3-15 are welcome on boat tours (for reduced rates), and kids often love the chance to spot whales, sea lions, and pelicans. Children under age three are not permitted for safety reasons.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Since 2000, baseball’s San Francisco Giants have called the beautiful AT&T Park (24 Willie Mays Plaza, 3rd St. and King St., 415/972-2000) home, where the food and the views woo even non-baseball fans. Giants games take place March-September. As the Giants continue to win championships, tickets have gotten harder to come by, not to mention more expensive. Still, it’s not impossible to snag last-minute tickets to a regular season game.


The NFL’s San Francisco 49ers have moved into a shiny new stadium in Santa Clara, an hour away from the city where they dominated the NFL through the 1980s and 1990s.


Food


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN


Bakeries and Cafés


Blue Bottle Café (66 Mint Plaza, 415/495-3394, www.bluebottlecoffee.net, daily 7am-7pm, $5-10) is a popular local chain with multiple locations around the city. The Mint Plaza location is Blue Bottle’s only café with a full food menu. Other locations include the Ferry Building (1 Ferry Bldg., Ste. 7), the Heath Ceramics Factory (2900 18th St.), and a Hayes Valley kiosk (315 Linden St.). Expect a line.


Café de la Presse (352 Grant Ave., 415/398-2680, www.cafedelapresse.com, 7:30am-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 7:30am-10pm Fri., 8am-10pm Sat.-Sun., $10) is a 1930s-style French bistro serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Those in need of a relaxing espresso or glass of wine are welcome to take a table and drink in the atmosphere.




Best Restaurants


S Brenda’s French Soul Food: Start the day with a hearty New Orleans-style breakfast, like crawfish beignets, at this Tenderloin eatery (click here).


S Café Claude: This authentic brasserie feels like it’s been transported from Paris (click here).


S Michael Mina: The celebrity chef dishes out upscale cuisine, including a Maine lobster pot pie, at his namesake restaurant (click here).


S Tadich Grill: After 160 years, the Tadich Grill is still serving an extensive menu that includes sensational Italian seafood stew (click here).


S Tony’s Pizza Napoletana: This North Beach pizzeria employs seven different kinds of ovens to cook its unique pies (click here).


S Commissary: Chef Traci Des Jardins combines Spanish and California dining elements in this upscale restaurant (click here).


S Tartine Bakery: Lines snake out the door all day long, but the fresh baked goods and sandwiches are worth the wait (click here).





Breakfast


Even on a weekday morning, there will be a line out the door of S Brenda’s French Soul Food (652 Polk St., 415/345-8100, http://frenchsoulfood.com, 8am-3pm Mon.-Tues., 8am-10pm Wed.-Sat., 8am-8pm Sun., $12-17). People come in droves to this Tenderloin eatery for its delectable and filling New Orleans-style breakfasts. Unique offerings include crawfish beignets, an Andouille sausage omelet, and beef cutlet and grits.


At Dottie’s True Blue Café (28 6th St., 415/885-2767, 7:30am-3pm Mon. and Thurs.-Fri., 7:30am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $9-14), the menu is simple: classic egg dishes, light fruit plates, and an honest-to-goodness blue-plate special for breakfast as well as salads, burgers, and sandwiches for lunch. The service is friendly and the portions are huge. Everyone in San Francisco knows that there’s a great breakfast to be had at Dottie’s. Expect lines up to an hour long for a table at this locals’ mecca, especially on weekend mornings.


Asian


Le Colonial (20 Cosmo Pl., 415/931-3600, www.lecolonialsf.com, 5:30pm-10pm Sun.-Wed., 5:30pm-11pm Thurs.-Sat., $25-37), tucked away in an alley in Nob Hill, invokes 1950s Saigon, with a tin-tiled ceiling, heavy Victorian woodwork, and Vietnamese dishes like sea bass steamed in banana leaves and the crispy chili-glazed Brussels sprouts.


At S The Slanted Door (1 Ferry Plaza, Ste. 3, 415/861-8032, http://slanteddoor.com, 11am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., 11:30am-3pm and 5:30pm-10pm Sun., $19-45), owner Charles Phan utilizes organic local ingredients in both traditional and innovative Vietnamese cuisine, creating a unique dining experience. The light afternoon tea menu (2:30pm-4:30pm daily) can be the perfect pick-me-up for weary travelers.


California Cuisine


Everything about Boulevard (1 Mission St., 415/543-6084, www.boulevardrestaurant.com, 11:30am-2:15pm and 5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2:15pm and 5:30pm-10:30pm Fri., 5:30pm-10:30pm Sat., 5:30pm-10pm Sun., $31-49), from its historical 1889 building to the Belle Epoque interior and rich contemporary cuisine, is beautiful. Plates of roasted quail and line-caught swordfish are ferried around the intimate dining room, where patrons sip velvety wines and flutes of champagne. In 2012, Boulevard was named Best Restaurant in America by the James Beard Foundation.




TOP EXPERIENCE


California Cuisine


The San Francisco Bay Area may be considered the epicenter of California cuisine, but that culinary category has since expanded to include a wide variety of preparation methods, organic ingredients, ethnic influences, and locavore specialties. Come hungry.


California cuisine was defined by The French Laundry (click here) and Chez Panisse (click here). To learn their preparation secrets, sign up for a class at the Culinary Institute of America (click here).


Peruse the farmers markets in San Francisco (click here), San Luis Obispo (click here), and Los Angeles (click here) for the best in seasonal, organic produce.


With so many miles of coastline, seafood options are plentiful. Try a bowl of cioppino at Tadich Grill (click here) or sample the catch of the day at El Pesacdor Fish Market (click here) in La Jolla.


For authentic Mexican food, it doesn’t get any better than La Super-Rica Taqueria (click here) in Santa Barbara and Yuca’s (click here) in L.A….unless it’s fish tacos in San Diego (click here).


Food trucks are the hottest trend to hit the state since sliced artisan bread. San Francisco (click here) and Los Angeles (click here) have a fleet of tasty options.


San Francisco and LA are filled with destination dining spots, but don’t overlook these hidden gems outside the big cities:


Cruise the orchards of Apple Hill (click here) in Gold Country; brunch at Deetjen’s (click here) in Big Sur; tuck into heaping plates of lumberjack food at a cookhouse (click here) on the North Coast; or sick a bowl of artichoke soup at Duarte’s (click here).





S Michael Mina (252 California St., 415/397-9222, www.michaelmina.net, 11:30am-2pm and 5:30pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2pm and 5:30pm-10pm Fri., 5:30pm-10pm Sat., 5:30pm-9pm Sun., $44-52) finds the celebrity chef using Japanese ingredients and French influences to create bold California entrées. This sleek, upscale restaurant with attentive service is where Mina showcases his signature dishes. The nine-course chef’s tasting menu is $99.


French


Hidden in a tiny alley that looks like it might have been transported from Saint-Michel in Paris, S Café Claude (7 Claude Ln., 415/392-3505, www.cafeclaude.com, 11:30am-10:30pm Mon.-Sat., 5:30pm-10:30pm Sun., $21-28) serves classic brasserie cuisine to French expatriates and Americans alike. Much French is spoken here, but the simple food tastes fantastic in any language. Café Claude is open for lunch through dinner.


Seafood


Make reservations in advance to dine at San Francisco legend S Farallon (450 Post St., 415/956-6969, www.farallonrestaurant.com, 5:30pm-9:30pm Mon., 11:30am-3pm and 5:30pm-9:30pm Tues.-Thurs., 11:30am-3pm and 5:30pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., 5pm-9:30pm Sun., $28-37). Dark, cave-like rooms are decorated in an underwater theme—complete with the unique Jellyfish Bar. Chef Mark Franz has made Farallon a 15-year icon that keeps gaining ground. Seafood dominates the pricey-but-worth-it menu.


One of the very first restaurants established in San Francisco during the Gold Rush in 1849, the S Tadich Grill (240 California St., 415/391-1849, www.tadichgrill.com, 11am-9:30pm Mon.-Fri., 11:30am-9:30pm Sat., $20-40) still serves fresh-caught fish and classic miner fare. The menu combines perfectly sautéed sand dabs, octopus salad, and the Hangtown Fry, an oyster and bacon frittata. Mix that with the business lunch crowd in suits, out-of-towners, and original dark wooden booths from the 1850s and you’ve got a fabulous San Francisco stew of a restaurant. Speaking of stew, the Tadich cioppino enjoys worldwide fame—and deserves it, even in a city that prides itself on the quality of its seafood concoctions.


Steak


How could you not love a steak house with a name like Epic Roasthouse (369 Embarcadero, 415/369-9955, www.epicroasthouse.com, 11:30am-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-10pm Fri., 11am-10pm Sat., 11am-9:30pm Sun., $34-90)? Come for the wood-fired grass-fed beef; stay for the prime views over San Francisco Bay. The Epic Roasthouse sits almost underneath the Bay Bridge, where the lights sparkle and flash over the deep black water at night. On weekends, the steak house offers the hipster city crowd what it wants—an innovative prix fixe brunch menu complete with hair-of-the-dog cocktails.


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


Bakeries and Cafés


There is much talk about sourdough bread in San Francisco, but Boudin’s, which was started in 1849 by French immigrants, is the original. Tourists at Boudin’s Bakers Hall (160 Jefferson St., 415/928-1849, www.boudinbakery.com, 8am-9:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $8-12) can order a steaming bowl of clam chowder in a fresh bread bowl and watch how the bread is made in its demonstration bakery. Upstairs, have a more formal dinner at Bistro Boudin (415/351-5561, 11:30am-9:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 11:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $16-38), which serves elegant American food and a whole host of oysters in its dark wood dining room overlooking the wharf. Boudin has another café location at Pier 39 (Space 5 Q, 8am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-9pm Fri.-Sat., $8-12).




[image: image]


crabs for sale at Fisherman’s Wharf





Widely recognized as the first espresso coffeehouse on the West Coast, family-owned Caffé Trieste (601 Vallejo St., 415/392-6739, www.caffetrieste.com, 6:30am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 6:30am-11pm Fri.-Sat., cash only) first opened its doors in 1956 and is rumored to be where Francis Ford Coppola penned the original Godfather screenplay. Sip a cappuccino and munch on Italian pastries at this treasured North Beach institution.


Breakfast


S Mama’s on Washington Square (1701 Stockton St., 415/362-6421, www.mamas-sf.com, 8am-3pm Tues.-Sun., $9-14) is legendary for breakfast—and so is the line. Starting from down the block, the line flows through the heart of the restaurant to the counter where you place your order, then wait for a table to open up. To minimize your wait, arrive at Mama’s when it opens or go after noon.


California Cuisine


Gary Danko (800 North Point St., 415/749-2060, www.garydanko.com, 5:30pm-10pm daily, prix fixe $76-111) offers the best of San Francisco culinary celebrity Gary Danko’s California cuisine, from the signature horseradish-crusted salmon medallions to an array of delectable fowl dishes. The herbs and veggies come from Danko’s own farm in Napa. Make reservations in advance and be prepared to dress up a little.


Park Tavern (1652 Stockton St., 415/989-7300, http://parktavernsf.com, 5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-11pm Fri., 10am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-11pm Sat., 10am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-10pm-Sun., $28-38) serves meat and fish dishes as well as exquisite appetizers in its elegant dining room. For a low-key meal at the bar, order off the “Jenn’s Classics” menu.


Greek


At Kokkari Estiatorio (200 Jackson St., 415/981-0983, www.kokkari.com, 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-11pm Fri., 5pm-11pm Sat., 5pm-10pm Sun., $17-29), patrons enjoy Mediterranean delicacies made with fresh California ingredients amid rustic elegance, feasting on such classic dishes as zucchini cakes and grilled lamb chops.


Italian


North Beach is San Francisco’s version of Little Italy. One of the last holdouts from North Beach’s heyday is Mario’s Bohemian Cigar Store (566 Columbus Ave., 415/362-0536, 10am-11pm daily, $10-15). Not much has changed has changed in this slender café since it opened in 1972, except that it no longer sells tobacco. There are just a few tables and stools at the bar, where the bartender/server/cook pulls espresso, pours beer and wine, and prepares personal pizzas and focaccia sandwiches baked in a tiny oven.


Nine-time World Pizza Champion Tony Gemignani runs S Tony’s Pizza Napoletana (1570 Stockton St., 415/835-9888, www.tonyspizzanapoletana.com, noon-10pm Mon., noon-11pm Wed.-Sun., $15-30), where four different pizza ovens cook eight distinct styles of pizza. The chef’s special Neapolitan-style pizza margherita is simple pizza made of perfection.


Quince (470 Pacific Ave., 415/775-8500, www.quincerestaurant.com, 5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 5pm-9:30pm Fri.-Sat., $190) is a fine-dining Italian restaurant spotlighting chef-owner Michael Tusk’s celebrated pastas. In the exposed-brick dining room, two tasting menus feature such delicacies as caviar, white truffle, and abalone with black garlic. Expect impeccable service and specialty cocktails made tableside. You can also book a table at neighboring Cotogna (490 Pacific Ave., 415/775-8508, www.cotognasf.com, 11:30am-10:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 5pm-9:30pm Sun., $17-28), also owned by Tusk. Dressed down, with a chic farm-table look, Cotogna offers excellent pizzas, classic meat dishes, and Tusk’s signature pastas.


Seafood


Dungeness crabs enjoy celebrity status in San Francisco. The season usually runs November-June, but the freshest crabs are caught and cooked from the start of the season through New Year’s. Italian seafood restaurant Alioto’s (8 Fisherman’s Wharf, 415/673-0183, www.aliotos.com, 11am-11pm daily, $17-48) serves whole cracked Dungeness in the traditional style. They’ve also got crab soups, salads, sandwiches, and stews.


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


Bakeries and Cafés


Drop in at The Chestnut Bakery (2359 Chestnut St., 415/567-6777, www.chestnutbakery.com, 7am-noon Mon., 7am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 8am-5pm Sun.) for a cookie, pastry, or one of the bakery’s famous cupcakes. In the morning, you’ll find scones, croissants, and other favorite breakfast pastries. Le Marais Bistro and Bakery (2066 Chestnut St., 415/359-9801, www.lemaraisbakery.com, 7am-7pm daily, $10) reflects the highly polished farm-to-table dining scene of the next generation. You’ll find plenty of the buttery indulgences found in all good patisseries, plus soups, grilled sandwiches, and quiche.


Asian


If you’re in Pacific Heights, give Kiss Seafood (1700 Laguna St., 415/474-2866, 5:30pm-9:30pm Tues.-Sat., $30-60) a try. This tiny restaurant (12 seats in total) boasts some of the freshest fish in town—no mean feat in San Francisco. The lone chef prepares all the fish himself, possibly because of the tiny size of the place. Reservations are a good idea.


California Cuisine


Famed chef Traci Des Jardins took over the 1895 mess hall in the Main Post and turned it into the S Commissary (Presidio, 101 Montgomery St., 415/561-3600, www.thecommissarysf.com, 11:30am-2pm and 5:30pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2pm and 5:30pm-9:30pm Fri., 5:30pm-9:30pm Sat., $19-30). The cuisine is a blend of San Francisco and Spanish influences and utilizes such ingredients as cod, anchovies, chorizo, and peppers.


Food Trucks


To get the very best food truck experience, plan a Sunday afternoon at the Off the Grid Presidio Picnic (Presidio, Main Post Lawn, 415/339-5888, http://offthegridsf.com, 11am-4pm Sun., Apr.-Nov., $5-15), where six trucks, 17 tents, and two carts roving through the crowds sell everything from Bloody Marys to Vietnamese soup. The Presidio Picnic is a party with live DJs and plenty of dogs, kids, hipsters, Frisbees, and picnic blankets.


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


California Cuisine


Housed in a former bank, S Nopa (560 Divisadero St., 415/864-8643, http://nopasf.com, 5pm-1am Mon.-Fri., 11am-1am Sat.-Sun., $16-26) serves hip, farm-to-table food on long communal tables. Upscale comfort food is made with the best ingredients, a global sensibility, and excellent execution. But it’s impossible to get a table without a reservation.


French


Absinthe (398 Hayes St., 415/551-1590, www.absinthe.com, 11:30am-midnight Mon.-Fri., 11am-midnight Sat., 11am-10pm Sun., $23-30) takes its name from the notorious “green fairy” drink made of liquor and wormwood. Absinthe does indeed serve absinthe—including locally made St. George Spirits Absinthe Verte. It also serves upscale French bistro fare, including what may be the best french fries in the city. The French theme carries on into the decor as well—expect the look of a Parisian brasserie or perhaps a café in Nice. The bar is open until 2am Thursday through Saturday.


German


S Suppenküche (525 Laguna St., 415/252-9289, www.suppenkuche.com, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-2:30pm and 5pm-10pm Sun., $11-20) brings a taste of Bavaria to the Bay Area. For dinner, expect German classics with a focus on Bavarian cuisine. Spaetzle, pork, sausage—you name it, they’ve got it, and it will harden your arteries right up. Suppenküche also has a Biergarten (424 Octavia St., http://biergartensf.com, 3pm-9pm Wed.-Sat., 1pm-7pm Sun.) two blocks away.


MISSION AND CASTRO


Bakeries and Cafés


Locals love the artful pastries and fresh breads at S Tartine Bakery (600 Guerrero St., 415/487-2600, www.tartinebakery.com, 8am-7pm Mon., 7:30am-7pm Tues.-Wed., 7:30am-8pm Thurs.-Fri., 8am-8pm Sat., 9am-8pm Sun., $4-13). Tartine’s bakers use organic flour, sea salt, and locally sourced produce and cheeses to craft their culinary creations, and the French-Italian-California fusion pastries and panini have brought this bakery its word-of-mouth success.


Around the corner, satisfy your sweet tooth at Bi-Rite Creamery & Bakeshop (3692 18th St., 415/626-5600, http://biritecreamery.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat.), where the ice cream is made by hand with organic milk, cream, and eggs.


American


Range (842 Valencia St., 415/282-8283, 6pm-close Mon.-Thurs., 5:30pm-close Fri.-Sun., $23-28) is consistently rated one of the top Bay Area restaurants, serving up expertly crafted California cuisine. An inventive cocktail list doesn’t hurt.


Café Flore (2298 Market St., 415/621-8579, www.cafeflore.com, 10am-midnight Mon.-Fri., 8am-midnight Sat.-Sun., $7-22) has been a Castro mainstay since 1973. Its food is good, unfussy, and very reasonably priced. Order the eggs Benedict for brunch or the Wagyu steak and frites for dinner. Part of the place’s charm is the somewhat ramshackle wood building and lush outside garden patio.


French


Frances (3870 17th St., 415/621-3870, 5pm-10:30pm daily, $21-32) has been winning rave reviews ever since it opened its doors. The California-inspired French cuisine is locavore friendly, with an emphasis on sustainable ingredients and local farms. The short-but-sweet menu changes daily and includes such temptations as caramelized Atlantic scallops and bacon beignets. Reservations are strongly advised.


Italian


When the time is right for a plain ol’ pizza, head for Little Star Pizza (400 Valencia St., 415/551-7827, www.littlestarpizza.com, noon-10pm Sun.-Thurs., noon-11pm Fri.-Sat., $20). A jewel of the Mission district, this pizzeria specializes in Chicago-style deep-dish pies.


S Delfina (3621 18th St., 415/552-4055, www.delfinasf.com, 5pm-10pm Mon., 11:30am-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 11:30am-11pm Fri., noon-11pm Sat., 5pm-10pm Sun., $11-17) gives Italian cuisine a hearty California twist. From the antipasti to the entrées, the dishes speak of local farms and ranches, fresh seasonal produce, and the best Italian-American taste that money can buy.


The bar menu at Beretta (1199 Valencia St., 415/695-1199, www.berettasf.com, 5:30pm-1am Mon.-Fri., 11am-1am Sat.-Sun.) consistently wins rave reviews and is hard to pass up, particularly as the restaurant doesn’t take reservations for parties under six and the only place to wait is at the bar. Order a Rattlesnake, then a pizza to suck up the venom of that bite.


Mexican


Much of the rich heritage of the Mission district is Hispanic, thus leading to the Mission being the place to find a good taco or burrito. It is generally agreed upon that La Taqueria (2889 Mission St., 415/285-7117, 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun., $5-10) makes the best burrito in the city. Critics rave, as do locals grabbing dinner on their way home.


Seafood


For great seafood in a lower-key atmosphere, head for the S Anchor Oyster Bar (579 Castro St., 415/431-3990, www.anchoroysterbar.com, 11:30am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 4pm-9:30pm Sun., $19-28), an institution in the Castro since 1977. The raw bar features different varieties of oysters, while the dining room serves seafood, including local favorite Dungeness crab.


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


California Cuisine


Adjacent to Golden Gate Park, Park Chow (1240 9th Ave., 415/665-9912, www.chowfoodbar.com, 8am-9:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-10:30pm Fri.-Sat., $12-18) does a brisk business with locals and visitors alike. The cozy interior complements the organic comfort-food menu featuring everything from wood-fired pizzas to steak frites. Opt for the rooftop garden on the rare sunny day.


Magnolia (1398 Haight St., 415/864-7468, http://magnoliapub.com, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri., 10am-1am Sat., 10am-midnight Sun., $14-26) began its life channeling the spirit of the Grateful Dead into its strong beer and laid-back pub fare. When the gastropub craze hit, Magnolia jumped on board. To match its muscular beers, the excellent menu is meat-heavy, with a whole section of sausages. The aesthetic is dark and brooding, tapping into the neighborhood’s Victorian past. Selections include oysters, bread pudding, flat iron steak, and, for dessert, a stout ice cream float.


The Beach Chalet Brewery (1000 Great Hwy., 415/386-8439, www.beachchalet.com, 9am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-11pm Fri., 8am-11pm Sat., 8am-10pm Sun., $20-30) is an attractive brewpub and restaurant directly across the street from Ocean Beach. Out back, sister restaurant Park Chalet (http://parkchalet.com, noon-9pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-10pm Fri., 11am-10pm Sat., 10am-9pm Sun., $15-20) offers a similar menu with outdoor seating and jumping live music on the weekends.


One of the most famous locations in San Francisco is the S Cliff House. The high-end eatery inhabiting the famed facade is Sutro’s (1090 Point Lobos Ave., 415/386-3330, www.cliffhouse.com, 11:30am-3:30pm and 5pm-9:30pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-3:30pm and 5pm-9:30pm Sun., $26-46), where expensive plates of steak, lamb, and salmon are best with a glass of California wine. The more casual (and affordable) Bistro (9am-3:30pm and 4:15pm-9:30pm Mon.-Sat., 8:30am-3:30pm and 4:15pm-9:30pm Sun., $15-30) serves big bowls of cioppino at an ornately carved zinc bar. The Lounge (9am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-midnight Fri.-Sat.) is the best deal in the house, where you can sip coffee and drinks without all the fuss.


French


One of the best places in the Haight is in the pocket neighborhood of Cole Valley. Dripping with charm, S Zazie (941 Cole St., 415/564-5332, www.zaziesf.com, 8am-2pm and 5pm-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., $19-24), a tiny French bistro, is known mainly for brunch. Benedicts, croque monsieur, coq au vin, and boeuf Bourguignon go down perfectly with either a latte or Kir Royale.


Accommodations


Both the cheapest and most expensive places tend to be in Union Square and downtown. Consistently cheaper digs can be had in the neighborhoods surrounding Fisherman’s Wharf. You’ll find the most character in the smaller boutique hotels, but plenty of big chain hotels have at least one location in town if you prefer a known quantity. Valet parking and overnight garage parking can be excruciatingly expensive. Check with your hotel to see if they have a “parking package” that includes this expense.


UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN


Union Square has the greatest concentration of hotels. Those closest to the top of Nob Hill or to Union Square proper are the most expensive. Lodging in the Financial District, Embarcadero, and SoMa run toward expensive big-name chains. Slightly farther away, you can get more personality and genuine San Francisco experience for less money and less prestige. Smaller boutique and indie accommodations won’t tear your wallet to bits.




Best Hotels


S Golden Gate Hotel: This bed-and-breakfast-like hotel has nice, moderate rooms in a narrow building right by Union Square (click here).


S Hotel Monaco: Explore downtown San Francisco from this comfortable hotel with a friendly staff and amenities, including a downstairs spa that is open to guests (click here).


S Hotel Triton: Hotel Triton reflects the city’s independent spirit with vibrant rooms, including suites designed by pop culture figures like Jerry Garcia and Kathy Griffin (click here).


S Mandarin Oriental San Francisco: Every room in this luxury hotel has stunning views of the city (click here).


S Marina Motel: This moderately priced motel in the Marina district has something most accommodations in the city don’t have: individual parking garages for guests (click here).





Under $150


The S Golden Gate Hotel (775 Bush St., 415/392-3702 or 800/835-1118, $135-190) offers small, charming rooms with friendly, unpretentious hospitality. You’ll find a continental breakfast every morning in the hotel lobby. There are only two rates: the higher rate ($190) gets you a room with a private bathroom, while the lower rate ($135) gets you a room with a bath down the hall.


The Mosser’s (54 4th St., 415/986-4400, www.themosser.com, $129-289) inexpensive rooms have European-style shared baths in the hallway and bright modern decor that nicely complements the century-old building. Pricier options include bigger rooms with private baths. With a rep for cleanliness and pleasant amenities, including morning coffee and comfy bathrobes, this hotel provides visitors with a cheap crash space in a great location convenient to sights, shops, and public transportation.


$150-250


The Hotel Bijou (111 Mason St., 415/771-1200, www.hotelbijou.com, $140-220) is a fun spot. Whimsical decor mimics an old-fashioned movie theater, and a tiny “movie house” downstairs runs double features, free to guests, every night—with only movies shot in San Francisco. The rooms are small, clean, and nicely appointed.


The S Hotel Monaco (501 Geary St., 415/292-0100, www.monaco-sf.com, $179-389) shows the vibrant side of San Francisco. Big rooms are whimsically decorated with bright colors, while baths are luxurious and feature cushy animal-print bathrobes. Friendly service comes from purple-velour-coated staff, who know the hotel and the city and will cheerfully tell you all about both. Chair massage complements the free wine and cheese in the large, open guest lounge.


The S Hotel Triton (342 Grant Ave., 800/800-1299, www.hoteltriton.com, $179-389) adds a bit of whimsy and eco chic to the stately aesthetic of Union Square. Jerry Garcia decorated a room here, and Häagen-Dazs tailored its own suite, complete with an ice cream-stocked freezer case in the corner. You’ll find the rooms tiny but comfortable and well stocked with ecofriendly amenities and bath products. The flat-panel TVs offer a 24-hour yoga channel, and complimentary yoga props can be delivered to your room on request.


Hotel Rex (562 Sutter St., 415/433-4434, www.jdvhotels.com, $195-300) channels San Francisco’s literary side, evoking a hotel in the early 1900s when Bohemians such as Jack London, Ambrose Bierce, and even Mark Twain roamed and ruminated about the city. Rooms are comfortable and spacious, decorated with the work of local artists and artisans. The dimly lit lobby bar is famous in the city for its literary bent—you may find yourself engaged in a fascinating conversation as you enjoy your evening glass of wine.


Over $250


A San Francisco legend, the Clift (495 Geary St., 415/775-4700, www.clifthotel.com, $269-400) has a lobby worth walking into. The high-ceilinged industrial space is devoted to modern art. Yes, you really are supposed to sit on the antler sofa and the metal chairs. By contrast, the rooms are almost Spartan in their simplicity, with colors meant to mimic the city skyline. Stop in for a drink at the Redwood Room, done in brown leather and popular with a younger crowd.


At the 1904-built Westin St. Francis (335 Powell St., 415/397-7000, www.westinstfrancis.com, $250-500), the hotel’s robber-baron and Jazz-Age past is evident as soon as you walk into the immense lobby. The hotel’s two wings are the original section, called the Landmark Building, and the 1972 renovation is The Tower. There are 1,200 rooms, making it the largest hotel in the city. Rooms in the historical section are loaded with lavish charms like ornate woodwork and chandeliers, while the modern rooms are large and sport fantastic views of the city and the bay.


The Fairmont San Francisco (950 Mason St., 415/772-5000, www.fairmont.com, $350-595) opened shortly after the 1906 earthquake, designed in the Beaux-Arts style of the time. The Fairmont has historical rooms and a Tower addition; large Tower rooms feature marble baths and even more spectacular views than the historical rooms.


Rooms at the S Mandarin Oriental San Francisco (222 Sansome St., 415/276-9888, www.mandarinoriental.com, $525-765) boast unparalleled views, top amenities, and Asian-inspired decor. In the swank corner rooms and suites, raised bathtubs let bathers enjoy stunning sights such as the Transamerica Pyramid, Alcatraz, and the Golden Gate Bridge.


The Palace Hotel (2 New Montgomery St., 415/512-1111, www.sfpalace.com, $425-600) enjoys its reputation as the grande dame of all San Francisco hotels. The Palace opened its doors in 1875 to be gutted by fires following the 1906 earthquake. It was rebuilt and reopened in 1909. In 1919 President Woodrow Wilson negotiated the terms of the Treaty of Versailles over lunch at the Garden Court. Today guests take pleasure in beautiful bedrooms, exercise and relax in the full-service spa and fitness center, and dine in the Palace’s three restaurants. A meal in the exquisite Garden Court dining room is a must, though you may forget to eat as you gaze upward at the stained-glass domed ceiling.


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


Under $150


The San Remo Hotel (2237 Mason St., 415/776-8688 or 800/352-7366, www.sanremohotel.com, $119-159) is one of the best bargains in the city. The rooms boast the simplest of furnishings and decorations. None have telephones or TVs, and the bathrooms are located down the hall. Downstairs, Fior d’Italia is the oldest Italian restaurant in the country and has a generous happy hour seven days a week.


$150-250


The Washington Square Inn (1660 Stockton St., 800/388-0220, www.wsisf.com, $219-359) doesn’t look like a typical California B&B, but more like a small, elegant hotel. The inn offers 16 rooms with queen or king beds, private baths, elegant appointments, and fine linens. Standard rooms are “cozy” in the European urban style, while some have spa bathtubs and others have views of Coit Tower and Saints Peter and Paul Church. A few of the amenities include a generous continental breakfast brought to your room daily, afternoon tea, a flat-screen TV in every room, and free Wi-Fi.


Over $250


In a district not known for its luxury, The Argonaut (495 Jefferson St., 415/563-0800 or 800/790-1415, www.argonauthotel.com, $249-579) in Fisherman’s Wharf stands out. Housed in an exposed-brick 1907 warehouse, the hotel embraces its nautical connections to the nines. Many rooms have great views of the bay, and its location is ideal, only steps away from Aquatic Park, Pier 45, Ghirardelli Square, and the excellent Maritime Museum.


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


Under $150


For an unexpected, bucolic park hostel within walking and biking distance of frenetic downtown, stop for a night at the Fisherman’s Wharf Hostel (Fort Mason Bldg. 240, 415/771-7277, www.sfhostels.com/fishermans-wharf, dorm $40-49, private room $90-120). The hostel sits on Golden Gate National Recreation Area land, pleasantly far from the problems that plague other SF hostels. The best amenities (aside from the free linens and breakfast, and no curfews or chores) are the views of the bay and Alcatraz and the sweeping lawns and mature trees all around the hostel.


$150-250


The rooms at the S Marina Motel (2576 Lombard St., 415/921-9406, www.marinamotel.com, $189-349) may be small, but the place is big on charm and character. This friendly little motel, decorated in French-country style, welcomes families with kids and dogs. Just ask for the room type that best suits your needs when you make your reservations. Rooms are pleasantly priced for budget travelers, and several vacation packages offer deep discounts on tours, spa treatments, and outdoor adventures.


The Hotel del Sol (3100 Webster St., 415/921-5520, www.thehoteldelsol.com, $209-449) embraces its origins as a 1950s motor lodge, with the rooms decorated in bright, bold colors with whimsical accents, a heated courtyard pool, and the ever-popular free parking. Family suites and larger rooms have kitchenettes. The Marina locale offers trendy cafés, restaurants, bars, and shopping within walking distance as well as access to major attractions.


The stately Queen Anne Hotel (1590 Sutter St., 415/441-2828, www.queenanne.com, $175-665) is Victorian through and through. Sumptuous fabrics, ornate antiques, and rich colors in the rooms and common areas add to the feeling of decadence and luxury in this boutique bed-and-breakfast. Small, moderate rooms offer attractive accommodations on a budget, while superior rooms and suites are more upscale. Continental breakfast is included, as are a number of high-end services.


A Pacific Heights jewel, the Jackson Court (2198 Jackson St., 415/929-7670, www.jacksoncourt.com, $229) presents a lovely brick facade in the exclusive neighborhood. The 10-room inn offers comfortable, uniquely decorated queen rooms and a luscious continental breakfast each morning.


Over $250


The Inn at the Presidio (42 Moraga Ave., 415/800-7356, www.innatthepresidio.com, $250-385) is inside historical Pershing Hall right in the center of the Presidio. Built in 1903, the large brick building was formerly home to single military officers. In the classic rooms and suites (some with fireplaces), subtle contemporary furnishings complement the framed photos and other Presidio memorabilia sprinkled throughout. On-site amenities include a breakfast buffet, wine and cheese reception, free Wi-Fi, a covered front porch with rocking chairs overlooking the Main Post, and an outdoor deck with fire pit. There is a $7 fee for self-parking, or take advantage of the PresidiGo shuttle.


Tucked in with the money-laden mansions of Pacific Heights, S Hotel Drisco (2901 Pacific Ave., 800/634-7277, www.hoteldrisco.com, $293-428) offers elegance to discerning visitors. You get quiet, comfy rooms that include a “pillow menu”; continental breakfast with a latte, smoked salmon, and brie; hors d’oeuvres and a glass of wine in the evening; and bicycles on loan.


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


Under $150


At the Chateau Tivoli (1057 Steiner St., 415/776-5462 or 800/228-1647, www.chateautivoli.com, $130-300), the over-the-top colorful exterior matches the American Renaissance interior decor perfectly. Each unique room and suite showcases an exquisite style evocative of the Victorian era. Most rooms have private baths, though the two least expensive share a bath. Try to get a room for a weekend, so you can partake of the gourmet champagne brunch.


$150-250


Located in Hayes Valley a few blocks from the Opera House, the Inn at the Opera (333 Fulton St., 888/298-7198, www.shellhospitality.com, $229-329) promises to have guests ready for a swanky night of San Francisco culture. French interior styling in the rooms and suites once impressed visiting opera stars and now welcomes guests from all over the world.


The Parsonage (198 Haight St., 415/863-3699, www.theparsonage.com, $240-280) is a classy Victorian bed-and-breakfast whose elegance fits in with the Civic Center and Hayes Valley chic. Rooms are decorated with antiques, and baths have stunning marble showers. Enjoy pampering, multicourse breakfasts, and brandy and chocolates when you come “home” each night.


MISSION AND CASTRO


Under $150


At the Inn on Castro (321 Castro St., 415/861-0321, www.innoncastro.com, $135-275), you’ve got all kinds of choices. You can pick an economy room with a shared bath, a posh private suite, or a self-service apartment. Once ensconced, you can chill out on the cute patio, or go out into the Castro to take in the legendary entertainment and nightlife. The self-catering apartments can sleep up to four and have fully furnished and appointed kitchens and dining rooms. Amenities include LCD TVs with cable, DVD players, and colorful modern art.


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


$150-250


The Stanyan Park Hotel (750 Stanyan St., 415/751-1000, www.stanyanpark.com, $179-299) graces the Upper Haight area across the street from Golden Gate Park. This renovated 1904-1905 building, listed on the National Register of Historic Places, shows off its Victorian heritage both inside and out. Rooms can be small but are elegantly decorated, and a number of multiple-room suites are available. All 36 rooms include free Wi-Fi and flat-screen TVs, but for a special treat, ask for a room overlooking the park.



Transportation and Services



AIR


San Francisco International Airport (SFO, 800/435-9736, www.flysfo.com) isn’t within the City of San Francisco; it is actually about 13 miles south in the town of Millbrae, right on the bay. You can easily get a taxi ($35) or other ground transportation into the heart of the city from the airport. BART is available from SFO’s international terminal, but Caltrain is only accessible via a BART connection from SFO. Some San Francisco hotels offer complimentary shuttles from the airport as well. You can also rent a car here.


As one of the 30 busiest airports in the world, SFO has long check-in and security lines much of the time and dreadful overcrowding on major travel holidays. Plan to arrive at the airport two hours prior to departure for domestic flights and three hours prior to an international flight.


TRAIN AND BUS


Amtrak does not run directly into San Francisco. You can ride into San Jose, Oakland, or Emeryville station, and then take a connecting bus into San Francisco.


Greyhound (200 Folsom St., 415/495-1569, www.greyhound.com, 5:30am-1am daily) offers bus service to San Francisco from all over the country.


CAR


The Bay Bridge (toll $6) links I-80 to San Francisco from the east, and the Golden Gate Bridge (toll $7) connects Highway 1 from the north. From the south, U.S. 101 and I-280 snake up the peninsula and into the city. Be sure to get a detailed map and good directions to drive into San Francisco—the freeway interchanges, especially surrounding the east side of the Bay Bridge, can be confusing, and the traffic congestion is legendary. For traffic updates and route planning, visit 511.org (www.511.org).


If you have your car with you, try to get a room at a hotel with a parking lot and either free parking or a parking package for the length of your stay.


Car Rental


All the major car rental agencies have a presence at the San Francisco Airport (SFO, 800/435-9736, www.flysfo.com). In addition, most reputable hotels can offer or recommend a car rental. Rates tend to run $50-100 per day and $200-550 per week (including taxes and fees), with discounts for weekly and longer rentals.


Parking


Parking a car in San Francisco can easily cost $50 per day or more. Most downtown and Union Square hotels do not include free parking with your room. Expect to pay $35-65 per night for parking, which may not include in-and-out privileges.


Street parking meters cost up to $2 per hour, often go late into the night, and charge during the weekends. At least many now take credit cards. Unmetered street parking spots are as rare as unicorns and often require residential permits for stays longer than two hours during the day. Lots and garages fill up quickly, especially during special events.


MUNI


The Muni (www.sfmta.com, adults $2.25, youth and seniors $0.75, children under 4 free) transit system can get you where you want to go as long as time isn’t a concern. Bus and train tickets can be purchased from any Muni driver; underground trains have ticket machines at the entrance. Exact change is required, except on the cable cars, where drivers can make change for up to $20. See the website for a route map, tickets, and schedules.


BART


Bay Area Rapid Transit, or BART (www.bart.gov, one-way $1.85-7.50), is the Bay Area’s late-coming answer to major metropolitan underground railways like Chicago’s L trains and New York’s subway system. Sadly, there’s only one arterial line through the city. However, service directly from San Francisco Airport into the city runs daily, as does service to Oakland Airport, the cities of Oakland and Berkeley, and many other East Bay destinations. BART connects to the Caltrain system and San Francisco Airport in Millbrae. See the website for route maps, schedules (BART usually runs on time), and fare information.


To buy tickets, use the vending machines found in every BART station. If you plan to ride more than once, you can add money to a single ticket and then keep that ticket and reuse it for each ride.


Caltrain


This traditional commuter rail line runs along the peninsula into Silicon Valley, from San Francisco to San Jose, with limited continuing service to Gilroy. Caltrain (www.caltrain.com, one-way $3-13) Baby Bullet trains can get you from San Jose to San Francisco in an hour during commuting hours. Extra trains are often added for San Francisco Giants, San Francisco 49ers, and San Jose Sharks games.


You must purchase a ticket in advance at the vending machines found in all stations. The main Caltrain station in San Francisco is at the corner of 4th and King Streets, within walking distance of AT&T Park and Moscone Center.


Taxis


You’ll find some taxis scooting around all the major tourist areas of the city. If you have trouble hailing a cab, try City Wide Dispatch (415/920-0700).


SERVICES


Tourist Information


The main San Francisco Visitor Information Center (900 Market St., 415/391-2000, www.sanfrancisco.travel; 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat.-Sun., May-Oct.; 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat., Nov.-Apr.) can give you information about attractions and hotels, and discounted tickets for various museums and attractions. The Market Street location (just below Hallidie Plaza at Powell Street) has brochures in 14 different languages and a few useful coupons.


Medical Services


The San Francisco Police Department (766 Vallejo St., 415/315-2400, www.sf-police.org) is headquartered in Chinatown, on Vallejo Street between Powell and Stockton Streets.


San Francisco boasts a large number of full-service hospitals. The UCSF Medical Center at Mount Zion (1600 Divisadero St., 415/567-6600, www.ucsfhealth.org) is renowned for its research and advances in cancer treatments and other important medical breakthroughs. The main hospital is at the corner of Divisadero and Geary Streets. Right downtown, St. Francis Memorial Hospital (900 Hyde St., 415/353-6000, www.saintfrancismemorial.org), at the corner of Hyde and Bush Streets, has an emergency department.



North Bay



Marin County, in the North Bay, is San Francisco’s backyard. Beginning with the Marin Headlands at the terminus of the Golden Gate Bridge, there is a nearly unbroken expanse of wildlands from San Francisco Bay to Tomales Bay. Here you’ll find rugged cliffs plunging into the Pacific, towering redwoods, and verdant pastures.


[image: image]


MARIN HEADLANDS


The Marin Headlands lie north of San Francisco at the end of the Golden Gate Bridge. The land here encompasses a wide swath of virgin wilderness, former military structures, and a historical lighthouse. You can cross the Golden Gate Bridge and explore Marin County on a day trip, but you may spend more time in the car than strolling beaches and forests. To better enjoy the parks and hiking trails, plan an overnight stay.


Vista Point


At the north end of the Golden Gate Bridge, the aptly named Vista Point offers views from the Marin Headlands toward San Francisco. If you dream of walking across the Golden Gate Bridge (gates 5am-9pm daily Apr.-Oct., 5am-6:30pm daily Nov.-Mar.), be sure to bring a warm coat as the wind and fog can really whip through. The bridge is 1.7 miles long, so a round-trip walk will turn into a 3.4-mile hike. Bikes are allowed daily 24 hours on the west side. Bicycle riders may also use the east side, but must be careful to watch for pedestrians. Dogs are never allowed on either side.


To reach Vista Point, take U.S. 101 north across the Golden Gate Bridge. The first exit on the Marin County side is Vista Point; turn right into the parking lot. This small parking lot often fills early.


Marin Headlands Visitors Center


A great place to start your exploration of the headlands is at the Marin Headlands Visitors Center (Field Rd. and Bunker Rd., 415/331-1540, www.nps.gov/goga, 9:30am-4:30pm daily), located in the old chapel at Fort Barry. The park rangers can give you the current lowdown on the best trails, beaches, and campgrounds in the Headlands. Grab a complimentary coffee and peruse the displays highlighting the park’s human and natural history, as well as the small but well-stocked bookstore.


Point Bonita Lighthouse


The Point Bonita Lighthouse (415/331-1540, www.nps.gov/goga, 12:30pm-3:30pm Sat.-Mon.) has been protecting the Headlands for more than 150 years. You’ll need some dedication to visit Point Bonita, since it’s only open a few days each week and there’s no direct access by car. A 0.5-mile trail with steep sections leads from the trailhead on Field Road. Along the way, you’ll pass through a hand-cut tunnel chiseled from the rock by the builders of the lighthouse, then over the bridge that leads to the building. Point Bonita was the third lighthouse built on the West Coast and is now the last staffed lighthouse in California. Today the squat hexagonal building shelters automatic lights, horns, and signals.


Marine Mammal Center


Inspired by the ocean’s beauty and want to learn more about the animals that live in it? Visit the Marine Mammal Center (2000 Bunker Rd., 415/289-7325, www.marinemammalcenter.org, 10am-5pm daily, free) at Fort Cronkhite in the Marin Headlands. The center is a hospital for sick and injured seals and sea lions. Visitors are free to wander around and look at the educational displays to learn more about what the center does, but the one-hour docent-led tours (daily, times vary by season, adults $9, seniors and ages 5-17 $5, under age 5 free) explain the program in greater depth. Visitors will also get an education on the impact of human activity on marine mammals, and maybe a chance for close encounters with some of the center’s patients.



Nike Missile Site



Military history buffs jump at the chance to tour a restored Cold War-era Nike missile base, known in military speak as SF-88. The Nike Missile Site (Field Rd. past the Headlands Visitors Center, 415/331-1453, www.nps.gov/goga, 12:30pm-3:30pm Thurs.-Sat.) is the only such restored Nike base in the United States. Volunteers continue the restoration and lead tours at 12:45pm, 1:45pm, and 2:30pm at the base, which is overseen by the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. On the tour, you’ll get to see the fueling area, the testing and assembly building, and even take a ride on the missile elevator down into the pits that once stored missiles built to defend the United States from the Soviet Union. Because restoration work continues endlessly, the tour changes as new areas become available to visitors.


Hiking


Folks come from all over the world to hike the trails that thread through the Marin Headlands. The landscape is some of the most beautiful in the state, with unparalleled views of the Golden Gate Bridge and the Pacific Ocean.


From the Marin Headlands Visitors Center parking lot (Field Rd. and Bunker Rd.), the Lagoon Trail (1.75 miles, easy) encircles Rodeo Lagoon and gives bird-watchers an eagle’s-eye view of the egrets, pelicans, and other seabirds that call the lagoon home. The trailhead is near the restrooms.


An easy spot to get to, Rodeo Beach draws many visitors on summer weekends—do not expect solitude on the beach or the trails, or even in the water. Locals come out to surf when the break is going, while beachcombers watch from the shore. Note that the wind can really howl out here. The Lagoon Trail accesses the beach, but there is also a fairly large parking lot on Bunker Road that is much closer.


At Rodeo Beach is a trailhead for the Coastal Trail. To explore some of the battery ruins that pockmark these hills, follow the Coastal Trail (1.5 miles, easy) north to its intersection with Old Bunker Road Trail and return to Bunker Road near the Marine Mammal Center. Or extend this hike by continuing 2.3 miles up the Coastal Trail to the summit of Hill 88 and stellar views. You can loop this trail by linking it with Wolf Ridge Trail to Miwok Trail for a moderate 3.8-mile round-trip hike.


To reach the trailheads and parking lots, follow Bunker Road west to either Rodeo Beach or the Marin Headlands Visitors Center and their adjoining parking lots.


Biking


If you prefer two wheels to two feet, you’ll find the road and trail biking in the Marin Headlands both plentiful and spectacular. From the Tennessee Valley Trailhead, there are many multiuse trails designated for bikers as well as hikers. The Valley Trail (four miles round-trip) takes you down the Tennessee Valley and all the way out to Tennessee Beach. A longer ride runs up the Miwok Trail (two miles) northward, also accessed by Tennessee Valley Road. Turn southwest onto the Coyote Ridge Trail (0.7 mile); then catch the Coastal Fire Road (1.4 miles) the rest of the way west to Muir Beach. Another fun ride leads from just off U.S. 101 at the Rodeo Avenue exit. Park your car on the side of Rodeo Avenue, and then bike down the short Rodeo Avenue Trail, which ends in a T intersection after 0.7 mile at Alta Trail. Take a left, and access to Bobcat Trail is a few yards away. Continue on Bobcat Trail for 2.5 miles straight through the Headlands to the Miwok Trail for just 0.5 mile, and you’ll find yourself out at Rodeo Beach.


Need to rent a bicycle for your travels? In San Francisco, Bike and Roll (899 Columbus Ave., 415/229-2000, www.bikeandroll.com/sanfrancisco, 8am-6pm daily) offers road ($58-110/day), mountain ($39-58/day), and hybrid ($32-39/day) bikes and loads of helpful advice.


Camping and Hostel


Camping here requires some planning. You must book a site in advance (up to 30 days for primitive sites, and six months for full-service sites). Bring warm camping gear, even during summer.


The most popular campground is Kirby Cove (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, Apr.-Oct., reservations required, $25). Secluded and shaded campsites provide a beautiful respite complete with bay views and a private beach. Make reservations well in advance for summer weekends since this popular campground fills up fast.


The Bicentennial Campground (Battery Wallace parking lot, 415/331-1540, reservations required, free) boasts three campsites easily accessible from the parking lot. Each site can accommodate a maximum of three people in one tent, and there’s no water available or fires allowed on-site. A nearby picnic area has barbecue grills that campers can use to cook.


Travelers who want budget accommodations indoors often choose the Marin Headlands Hostel (Bldg. 941, Fort Barry, 415/331-2777, www.norcalhostels.org/marin, dorm $28-35, private room $82-132). You’ll find full kitchen facilities, Internet access, laundry rooms, and a rec room. Surprisingly cozy and romantic, the hostel is sheltered in the turn-of-the-20th-century buildings of Fort Barry, creating a unique atmosphere. With the headlands right outside your door, there is no lack of activities or exploration opportunities.


Transportation


Fort Baker and the Marin Headlands are located just north of the Golden Gate Bridge on Highway 1 and U.S. 101. Traffic can be heavy on beautiful weekend days, particularly in the headlands, so plan to get here early.


Once over the bridge, the Alexander Avenue exit offers two options for exploring the headlands. Follow Alexander Avenue to Fort Baker and the Bay Area Discovery Museum, or turn left onto Bunker Road for the Marin Headlands Visitors Center and Nike Missile Site. If the Bonita Lighthouse is your first stop, follow Alexander Avenue right and travel under the highway to Conzelman Road, which leads up the hill along the edge of the headlands. Keep in mind that many of the roads are very narrow and become one-way in places.


SAUSALITO


A former commercial fishing town, the now-affluent town of Sausalito still has a few old cannery buildings and plenty of docks, most of which are now lined with pleasure boats. Bridgeway, the main drag, runs along the shore, and the concrete boardwalk is perfect for strolling and biking. Farther north is the heart of working Sausalito, where the lovely waterfront Dunphy Park is rarely crowded. The main strip eventually leads to Fort Baker, with views of the city.




[image: image]


Sausalito’s promenade





In town, the San Francisco Bay Model (2100 Bridgeway, 415/332-3871, www.spn.usace.army.mil, 9am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., summer; 9am-4pm Tues.-Sat., winter; free) is a scale hydraulic model that demonstrates how the currents and tides of the bay and the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta affect the bay and estuary surrounding San Francisco.


Fort Baker


Fort Baker (435 Murray Cir., Sausalito, 415/331-1540, www.nps.gov/goga, sunrise-sunset daily) is a 335-acre former Army Post established in 1905. With the transfer of many of the Bay Area’s military outposts to parkland and civilian use, Fort Baker was handed over to the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. The location, just east of the Golden Gate Bridge, secluded in a shallow valley, makes it a great destination to enjoy city views and a wind-free beach. The fort includes many elegant homes with large porches centered around the oval parade grounds. On-site is the Cavallo Point Lodge, the nonprofit Institute at the Golden Gate, and two restaurants.


Bay Area Discovery Museum


If you want to go someplace where kids will have fun, visit the Bay Area Discovery Museum (557 McReynolds Rd., Sausalito, 415/339-3900, www.baykidsmuseum.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults and children 1 and up $14, seniors and babies 6-12 months $13). The indoor-outdoor space is filled with the stuff that excites kids’ imaginations—a train room, a tot room, an art studio, frequent story times, and a “construction site” where hard workers can don hard hats and dig to their heart’s content. Most of the exhibits are directly related to the museum’s location.


Food


Sausalito’s main drag is full of places to eat. Most are expensive, reflecting the quality of the view, not necessarily the food. Fortunately, there are some standouts. A sidewalk café across the street from the waterfront, Copita Tequileria y Comida (739 Bridgeway, 415/331-7400, www.copitarestaurant.com, 11:30am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-11pm Fri., 11am-11pm Sat., 11am-10pm Sun., $10-19) serves upscale Mexican food such as oyster tacos and slow-cooked carnitas alongside a variety of tangy ceviche. The noise level and long wait on sunny summer or weekend days may beat out the restaurant’s other charms.


Fish (350 Harbor Dr., 415/331-3474, www.331fish.com, 11:30am-4:30pm and 5:30pm-8:30pm daily, $10-25, cash only) can hook you up with some of the best sustainable seafood in the North Bay, in a charming, unpretentious café overlooking the water. Fresh wild fish prepared using a California-style mix of international cooking techniques results in amazing dishes.


Continue down Bridgeway to Cibo (1201 Bridgeway, 415/331-2416, www.cibosausalito.com, 7am-5pm daily, $8-15), in the hip center of Sausalito. In crisp modern surroundings, this café serves a number of hot and cold panini, hearty salads with locally sourced ingredients, and a rich array of coffee drinks and boutique sodas.


Snag a blanket and a seat on the porch to watch the fog roll in over the Golden Gate Bridge at S Farley Bar (Cavallo Point Lodge, 601 Murray Cir., Fort Baker, Sausalito, 415/339-4750, www.cavallopoint.com, 11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $20). With cocktails, wine, and oysters, Farley is the perfect end to a day of hiking. Upstairs from Farley, Murray Circle Restaurant (415/339-4750, www.cavallopoint.com; 7am-11am, 11:30am-2pm, and 5:30pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs.; 7am-11am, 11:30am-2pm, and 5:30pm-10pm Fri.; 7am-11am, 11:30am-2:30pm, and 5:30pm-10pm Sat.; 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-9pm Sun.; $29-36) has a menu based on the best Marin produce, seafood, meat, and dairy, with touches from cuisines around the world.


Accommodations


The Gables Inn (62 Princess St., 415/289-1100, www.gablesinnsausalito.com, $199-495) opened in 1869 and is the oldest B&B in the area. Although this inn honors its long history, it has also kept up with the times, adding four rooms with panorama bay views and flat-screen televisions, Internet access, and luxurious baths to all 13 rooms. Genial innkeepers serve a buffet breakfast each morning and host a wine and cheese soiree each evening.


With a checkered history dating back to 1915, the Hotel Sausalito (16 El Portal, 888/442-0700, www.hotelsausalito.com, $180-225) was a speakeasy, a bordello, and a home for the writers and artists of the Beat generation. Today this tiny boutique hotel, with its yellow walls and wrought iron beds, evokes the Mediterranean coast.


For a taste of the Marin good life, stay at Sausalito’s Inn Above Tide (30 El Portal, 800/893-8433, www.innabovetide.com, $345-645). The inn sits over the edge of the water looking out at the San Francisco skyline and most rooms have private decks that show off sublime views. Guests love the smart upscale furnishings, the stand-alone fireplaces, and the rooms with oversize bathtubs set by windows.


S Cavallo Point Lodge (601 Murray Cir., Fort Baker, Sausalito, 415/339-4700, www.cavallopoint.com, $500) offers a stay in beautiful historical homes that feature early 20th-century woodwork and wraparound porches, but 21st-century amenities such as lush carpets, beds dressed in organic linens, flat-screen TVs, wireless Internet, gas fireplaces, and bathtubs so deep you can get lost. Cavallo Lodge also has eco-chic accommodations in its newer two-story buildings. You’ll find floor-to-ceiling windows framing spectacular views, radiant floor heating, and private porches. The lodge has excellent environmental credentials and is dog friendly. The excellent Murray Circle Restaurant and Farley Bar are on-site.


Transportation


Sausalito is north of San Francisco just over the Golden Gate Bridge; it is easily accessible by bicycle on side roads or by car on U.S. 101. In town, the narrow oceanfront main road gets very crowded on weekends; park and walk around instead. Street parking is mostly metered.


A great way to get to Sausalito from San Francisco is by ferry. Two companies make the trip daily, which takes up to an hour. The Blue and Gold Fleet (415/705-8200, http://blueandgoldfleet.com, 11am-8:15pm Mon.-Fri., 9:45am-6pm Sat.-Sun., adults $11.50, children and seniors $6.75, under age 5 free) makes the trip from Pier 41. Largely serving commuters, the Golden Gate Ferry (415/455-2000, http://goldengate.org, 7:40am-7:20pm Mon.-Fri., 10:40am-6:50pm Sat.-Sun., adults $10.75, children and seniors $5.25, under age 5 free) leaves from the Ferry Building, closer to downtown San Francisco. The trip across the bay is cheaper and faster.


TIBURON


Tiburon’s small downtown backs onto a popular marina. Aside from the views, one of the greatest draws to Tiburon is its proximity to Angel Island, the largest island in the bay and one of the most unique state parks around.



S Angel Island State Park



Angel Island (415/435-5390, www.parks.ca.gov, 8am-sunset daily, rates vary by ferry company) has a long history, beginning with regular visits (though no permanent settlements) by the Coastal Miwok people. During the Civil War the U.S. Army created a fort on the island in anticipation of Confederate attacks from the Pacific. The attacks never came, but the Army maintained a base here. Today many of the 19th-century military buildings remain and can be seen on the hour-long tram tour (415/435-3392, http://angelislandsf.com, daily Apr.-Sept., $10-15), on foot, or on a docent-led two-hour Segway tour (days and times vary, $68). Later, the Army built a Nike missile base on the island to protect San Francisco from possible Soviet attacks. The missile base is not open to the public but can be seen from roads and trails.


Angel Island’s history also has a sobering side. From 1910-1940, it served as an immigration station for inbound ships and as a concentration camp for Chinese emigrants attempting to escape turmoil in their homeland. Europeans were waved through, but Chinese were herded into barracks as government officials scrutinized their papers. After months and sometimes years of waiting, many were sent back to China. Poetry lines the walls of the barracks, expressing the despair of the immigrants who had hoped for a better life. The Immigration Station (11am-3pm daily, adults $5, children 6-17 $3, under 6 free) is open to visitors and docent-led tours are also available (11am and 12:30pm daily, $7).


Angel Island is a destination for both casual and serious hikers. Multiuse trails of varying difficulty crisscross the island. Adventurous trekkers can scale Mount Livermore via either the North Ridge Trail or the Sunset Trail. Each runs about 4.5 miles round-trip for a moderate, reasonably steep hike. At the top, enjoy gorgeous bay views. For the best experience, make a loop, taking one trail up the mountain and the other back down. If you’re up for a long paved-road hike, take the Perimeter Road (five miles, moderate) all the way around the island.


Pick up a boxed lunch or take a table at the Angel Island Café (415/435-3392, www.angelisland.com, 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $9-14), which serves hot sandwiches, wraps, salad, soup, and ice cream. Open summer only, the nearby Angel Island Cantina (11:30am-4:30pm Fri.-Sun., $7-14) serves burgers, tacos, oysters, beer, wine, and pitchers of mimosas and sangria.


CAMPING


Camping is available at nine primitive campsites (800/444-7275 or www.reserveamerica.com, $30) that fill up quickly; successful campers reserve their campsites six months in advance. Each “environmental site” is equipped with food lockers (a must), surprisingly nice outhouses, running water, and a barbecue. You must bring your own charcoal, as wood fires are strictly prohibited. The three Ridge Sites sit on the southwest side of the island, known to be fairly windy; the six East Bay and Sunrise Sites face the East Bay. Despite the dramatic urban views, camping here is a little like backpacking; plan on walking up to 2.5 miles from the ferry to your campsite.


GETTING THERE


The harbor at Tiburon is the easiest place to access Angel Island, located in the middle of San Francisco Bay. The private Angel Island-Tiburon Ferry (21 Main St., Tiburon, 415/435-2131, www.angelislandferry.com, adults $15, seniors $14, ages 6-12 $13, ages 3-5 $5, bicycles $1) can get you out to the island in about 10 minutes and runs several times a day. You can also take the Blue and Gold Fleet (415/705-8200, www.blueandgoldfleet.com, one-way $8.50) to Angel Island from San Francisco’s Pier 41. Blue and Gold ferries leave once in the morning (10am Mon.-Fri., 9:40am Sat.-Sun.) from San Francisco, and the last ferry back departs at 2:50pm Monday-Friday and 4:10pm Saturday-Sunday. Although the ferry out of Tiburon has more sailings during the day, the last ferry is still early (3pm-5pm daily), with very few sailings on weekdays during the winter.


Ferries have plenty of room for you to bring your own bicycle, or you can rent one at the main visitors area (415/435-3392, http://angelislandsf.com, Sat.-Sun. Mar.-Nov., daily Apr.-Oct., $13.50 per hour, $50 per day) near the ferry dock. Rentals must always be returned at 3pm.

OEBPS/graphics/015-03-00_pacificcresttrail_dreamstime.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/004-01-00_emeraldbay_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/047-01-01_04_n_beach_fish-wharf.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/036-01-01_01_san-francisco-bay-area.jpg
San Francisco Bay Area

2\
Point Reyes Station| O
Olema
Drakes Bay

{3 POINT REYES
NATIONAL SEASHORE

© AVALON TRAVEL

s

Marin

Samuel P Taylor

State Park

\Mt, Tamalpai
" HState Park - will
V:

Bolinasy .

MUIR)

Fairfax
)

San Rafael

WooDS|

NATIONAL MONUMENT
Golden Gate

National Recreation A|
‘GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE £
THE PRESIDIO K3

‘GOLDEN GATE £

PARK

10km

b

=) 5D

(

10 mi

*
case €y arERRY 0O
=1 [cars i Ala

N
ok
muMoouQ}( N )

(
\

W
(1) san Matea |3y
i 3]\

\\4" Santa Clarh i =
| N = @
// Pescadero Péscadero J&

[ © Creck Park o

Suisun~ Bay

(Fr——
ord

. Briones
Regional Contra Costa
EPagE  fWainut Creal

Mount:
Diablo
State
Park

O G0,

\\@ E-;:‘ﬂ.y\,'~

o\ \ | Regiona " e
TN\ Park Distrier, \o~

X EIEXPLORATORIM

BUILDING

& Dublin | -

¢ /
)
e

i

L ]’
'\/l'/‘QQ{QJ
)

Butano /e 5\
State s (| Castre.Rock (17
In) Q
I\ Park | R ftere Pak
T i)
\ | 1 Big Basip)
\ Redwoods 7 |

o

0\ Sierra Azul
\\ ‘Open Space

DT
# S

%’u Forest of
Nisene Marks

3 State Park

‘
\\oﬁ
\






OEBPS/graphics/002-01-00_01_california.jpg
a
0 50 mi -; lemente
o S0km

© AVALON TRAVEL






OEBPS/graphics/021-02-15_balboapark_h.jpg






OEBPS/graphics/003-01-00_01_california.jpg
CALIFORNIA )
OREGON *

‘. S Lakeview /

o} Woed =1 il
M1 Shasta =
A " ..
Fortunady 4 =
@) Shasta S
V& o Lake :
i Dol Wearersil & )
&) “
@ {Redding
Pltin ©
| blesgen - ! ©~ com .
Y . hester Winnemucea
o o
o
Mendocino g
L § Willows & g
@ Syian /
& Lakeport | Clear Lake B .
= (19 Grass
o Clovordslod @ Noorow = Valor @ 1 NEVADA
- o) < o
- \ < Fallon
- Haaidsra®\ 4 cainions L\, Mo ol /). & 7
o . o \
o SantaRosagy. (;5) @ m»%x)smzé 4 CCARSON CITY
T o
o1 nape e sontake(53) ey &
National Seashore (53) / Eureka®
o 2t O ssckson,, e
o NG ® v/
= San Francisco nd 1) {stockton o Rives/[i08)
055 5
© = ¥ gSonora
o ). 7o
> Sanhele Q Manteca
o Menlo P

(s

h
Jonepa!









OEBPS/graphics/009-03-00_asilomarbeach_h.jpg






OEBPS/graphics/014-01-00_shasta_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/015-02-00_halfdome_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/006-03-00_bigsur_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/033-02-01_opener_02.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/030-01-00_hollywood_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/009-02-00_andersonvalley_h.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Contents



		Index



		List of Maps



		Discover California



		San Francisco



		Wine Country



		North Coast



		Shasta and Lassen



		Lake Tahoe



		Sacramento and Gold Country



		Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon



		Monterey and Big Sur



		Santa Barbara and the Central Coast



		Los Angeles



		San Diego



		Palm Springs and the Deserts



		Las Vegas



		Background



		Essentials



		Photo Credits



		Copyright











Contents





		Cover Page



		Contents



		Discover California











OEBPS/graphics/041-01-01_02_san_francisco.jpg
To .
ALcATRAZ and reasure

oYsT!
beror

HEIGHTS

EXCELSIOR

VISITACION
we VALLEY

INGEL ISLAND STATE PARK Tsland

SEE
“NORTH BEACH AND
FISHERMAN’S WHARF”

BUILDING.

MAP
HE GIANTS
A
*

e

FRANCISCO”

&
//"" WNTOWN
s

BAYVIEW/
HUNTERS POINT

candlestick Point
State Park

= g

To
Alamedal
Jack London Square

g

© AVALON TRAVEL.






OEBPS/graphics/070-01-01_crab_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/026-01-00_carmelbeach_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/054-01-01_05_gg_park.jpg
TIAVHL NOIVAY ©
%
% £ ot -
% s oo ose o Qg bdashueds ek}
5, = o o
%oow H3IND L Spk 0t 5 S
¢ & s M S *
2585 .m WOI0IW, W W s y rerht sawaino, H
2% € Yeor | e el Bl = BRI R EENIO) ) L ———
s & 8 i e R R AT
> 4 oy nunﬂuMMWmWAmwu.:A..
% % o FEELTIE] 25 B OB OB R A oninst H
3 i LW |8
% B EE R
W \\g
L
32
] vz
Jungusy WVZ &
QY LHoIVH BNV
A 154 T ]
3noinos™
Japurod wo_z_u_.ﬁq: AHOTYI
s
e £ ﬂ
g 2
S, B H N o 3 g 5
ST o w e Ve — - o T w el R R R R ol
=] ANOWHIM HANNI I vortve T8
” 2 - pee? g 15 3 ]
BB e Y GNOINHDIH HALNO "
= s EEAEL PR R v 4y
85— % oSNy % LIRS Ao Nwmmn»nwmmmm»
iy it Y L e EEE e A G eBEEERERF LA
E g 38R [ AAS joe
2 A TE R 1 eas i e
g R %
o Bz o] L
K € @ RREEe = =z E 8 E
o A MWWMW mmmun-mm.\ WD
o 2 8 2 & 2 .
T8 g SIHOEH 2 2 o 2150 % %008 = =
| 28 AR B 3ddy 334D | i
z | s v ol01S34d HLEY 5
2] uei®, - purmaaivncotd " 1
o 3
dil 5

yled ajeH uspjoo





OEBPS/graphics/015-01-00_tahoesunset_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/018-02-00_santabarbara_55779648.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/062-01-01_citylights_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/045-01-01_alcatraz_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/9781631214189.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/053-01-01_deyoung_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/005-01-00_pebblebeach_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/048-01-01_palacefinearts_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/084-01-02_sausalito_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/021-01-00_universalstudios.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/046-01-01_04_n_beach_fish-wharf.jpg
North Beach and Fisherman's Wharf






OEBPS/graphics/043-01-01_03_dt_san_francisco.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/063-01-01_victorianshaight_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/006-01-00_vineyard_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/049-01-01_presidio_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/039-01-01_cablecars_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/020-03-07_smpier_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/040-01-01_02_san_francisco.jpg
d

>
o
L}

o

(o}
(o]
o}

>
Z

0

0

Point Lobos

Ocean Beach

San Francisco

Golc
National e

Ocean Beach

v

05 mi

05km

Lincoln *
THE LEGION
(OF HONOR

Ga
National

Recreation gy

E
CALIFORNIA

g

GEARY ST

To Marin
EIMUIR WOODS NATIONAL MONUMENT and
INT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE

WARMING HUT

PRESIDIO
HEIGHTS

RICHMOND

wollalsiiies 0 eiploD

100y

‘o [olarsayd Nva

Sunset
Reservoir

cosy uosie

Fort
Funston

To
Santa Cruz J

t
on
Mt Davids /
RZEiC SHAUGHNESSY

WD
MT DAVIDSON

BALBOA
TERRACE






OEBPS/graphics/060-01-01_castrotheater_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/013-02-08_mariposagrove_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/042-01-01_03_dt_san_francisco.jpg
o
o
L
5]
c
©
LS
Lo
=
©
(2]
c
3
o =
o
s
o
[a])






OEBPS/graphics/012-02-06_spencerstaco_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/038-01-01_ferrybldg_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/009-01-00_sonomacoast_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/013-01-00_autumn_napavalley.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/018-01-10_scsurfer_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/023-01-00_badwaterbasin_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/022-01-00_aerialtram_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/025-01-00_napa_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/050-01-01_ggbridge_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/052-01-01_missiondolores_9697923_l-2.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/006-02-00_sequoiatree_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/033-01-01_opener_01.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/029-01-00_yosemitefalls_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/010-01-00_ggbridge_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/020-02-07_hollywood_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/moon.jpg
MOON






OEBPS/graphics/001-01-00_poppies_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/007-02-00_oldsacramento_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/081-01-01_06_north_bay.jpg
North Bay

TOMALES
POINT =
EIPONTREYES o
namonaL & lle
(3
E
\ I:
k%.
o\Z Soulajule
POINT REVES z Reseruotr
HISTORIC
LIGHTHOUSE
Reyes  Rescruoir
Wilderness
@
4
@ Area 50
- San ke
- Geronimo
-
o Kent
Lake
San
Pablo
(o]
fe)
«
>
Z
Farallon
Islands
A
<
POINT BONITA % 5 *—{ ANGEL ISLAND
N LIGHTHOUSE SAN FRANCISCO  STATEPARK
Go1§\ gAY MoDEL
‘GOLDEN GATE 7™ BAY AREA
o 4mi BRIDGE ™ DISCOVERY
— \lﬁusﬂm ‘
0 4km Treasure  Berkeley /
/
© AVALON TRAVEL = ) /
= o=






OEBPS/graphics/012-01-02_pointreyes_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/020-01-06_channelislands_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/007-01-00_kingscnyntrail_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/026-02-00_hwy1_v.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/008-01-00_cablecar_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/017-01-00_titlepage_29382221_xl.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/016-01-10_aquarium_h.jpg





OEBPS/graphics/034-01-01_00_hl_bay_area.jpg
Muir Woods 3
National Monument

. and Golden Gate
Point Reyes " Bridge
N\

Alcatraz

National Seashore

PACIFIC al erry
OCEAN - uild
(e

—

=0

v

© AVALON TRAVEL

)
To
™o\ 1e Angel Island State Park
i\l

San
Francisco
Bay

Alameda
0 2 mi
0 2km






