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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Casa Palmero in Pebble Beach
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coastline along Highway 1 in Big Sur
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golf course at The Lodge at Pebble Beach.





Monterey Bay is California in microcosm. Here, you can experience the best the Golden State has to offer—without the big-city crowds and complications.


The best days in Monterey are spent in the water. Dive into a kelp forest. Explore the scenic coastline on a kayak or stand-up paddleboard. Scout for migrating whales passing near the shores.


The idyllic village of Carmel possesses seaside charm. From white-sand beaches to luxurious hotels, it promises a refined, high-class vacation bursting with art galleries and tasting rooms. Nearby Pebble Beach offers world-class golfing and stunning scenery.


Not far away, excursions range from quirky beach town Santa Cruz to opulent Hearst Castle. Big Sur is the region’s most dramatic stretch of coastline, and the perfect geography for an unforgettable road trip.


Monterey Bay is not just a collision of land and sea, but also a juxtaposition of jarring colors and symbiotic ecosystems. From world-class wines and fine foods to a wonderland of marine life, Monterey encapsulates the California dream.
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Pacific Grove Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary
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Point Lobos









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Explore the Monterey Bay Aquarium: See the marine habitats and sea creatures that make up the local aquatic ecosystem at this artful aquarium.
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2 Spot Whales: Hop on a boat tour to spy humpbacks, blue whales, and gray whales as they migrate through Monterey Bay.
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3 Go Wine-Tasting: Carmel-by-the-Sea has more than a dozen tasting rooms within a few-block radius, while Carmel Valley and the River Road Wine Trail near Salinas offer a more laid-back experience and charming tasting rooms.
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4 Kayak the Coast: Rent a kayak or stand-up paddleboard or book a tour to explore Monterey Bay up close.
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5 Catch Your Thrills on the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk: This throwback amusement park set right on the beach delights summer lovers with its wooden roller coaster, rides, and arcades.
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6 Surf Santa Cruz: Try out your skills at superb surf breaks like Steamer Lane and Cowell’s Beach.
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7 Gaze Up in Awe at the Spires of Pinnacles National Park: Full of castle-like rock formations, canyons, and caves created by volcanic activity, this wonderland in the Salinas Valley is best explored on foot.








[image: image]



8 Cruise the Big Sur Coast Highway: This twisty, two-lane highway offers a scrapbook’s worth of postcard-perfect views.
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9 Hike in Big Sur: Big Sur has some of the state’s best and most varied hiking. Walk through coast redwood forests, hike to stunning waterfalls, and discover pristine seashores.
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10 Tour Hearst Castle: Explore the opulence of another era with a guided tour of the hilltop estate of William Randolph Hearst.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Monterey


Visit the Monterey Bay Aquarium to learn about the area’s fascinating marine life, and then head out on a kayak, stand-up paddleboard, or on a whale-watching trip to view sea otters, harbor seals, and migrating whales. Afterward, explore downtown Monterey and dig deep into the scenic town’s rich history at the adobe buildings of Monterey State Historic Park. Take in the silence in San Carlos Cathedral, which was built as a place of worship for the Spanish military in 1794.
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seagull in Monterey





Carmel


Wander around in the art galleries of Carmel-by-the-Sea, and then stroll along Ocean Avenue to the scenic sands of Carmel Beach. If you are a wine lover, be sure to hit the wineries downtown or head out to Carmel Valley to taste some of the area’s best varietals. Or go for a hike in one of Carmel’s beautiful regional parks.


Salinas


Stroll around Oldtown Salinas before a visit to the National Steinbeck Center, a museum devoted to famed writer and Salinas native John Steinbeck. Follow that with lunch at The Steinbeck House, where the writer was born. Head south down Salinas Valley to spend some time in Pinnacles National Park and gawk at the amazing rock formations.


Santa Cruz


Have some throwback fun on the Giant Dipper roller coaster at the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk then grab a board and surf one of Santa Cruz’s many waves. Be sure to experience the town’s vibrant downtown with a walk along Pacific Avenue, stopping for lunch in one of its many restaurants. Drive into the Santa Cruz Mountains for the coast redwoods at Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park, or see a colony of elephant seals at Año Nuevo State Park.



Big Sur



Some of the most beautiful coastline in the world is along this section of the Pacific Coast Highway. Make sure your camera or phone has lots of room for photos of Pfeiffer Beach and McWay Falls. Slip on your hiking boots for a longer day hike at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park or Andrew Molera State Park. Since Big Sur is a particularly volatile region prone to fires, floods, and mudslides, check trail conditions and closures on the California State Parks website (www.parks.ca.gov) before making hiking plans.
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a rock formation at Pfeiffer Beach





Cambria, San Simeon, and Morro Bay


Tour grandiose Hearst Castle in San Simeon. Take time to visit the area’s unique natural features, such as Cambria’s Moonstone Beach or Montaña de Oro State Park, outside of Morro Bay.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


The Monterey region’s best feature is its all-season appeal. In summer, expect significant crowds at popular attractions, wineries, beaches, and campgrounds. In fall, the area is a bit less crowded, but the weather is still warm. It’s also when some of the best surfing waves occur along the coast. Note that late summer-early fall is also wildfire season, during which access to affected areas and air quality can be severely impacted. Winter is the rainy season, although the days between storms are often clear with mild temperatures. The crowds are lightest at this time, except on holiday weekends. During spring, the land is green and colored with wildflowers. The winds can really kick up in the afternoon along the coast.


Summer fog is likely along the coast. Bring layered clothing. Also bring sunscreen; that coastal fog doesn’t stop UV rays.


Reservations


It is essential to make advance reservations for lodging and camping in Big Sur, Monterey, Carmel, and Santa Cruz, especially during summer. It’s necessary to reserve a spot in a Hearst Castle tour before arriving. Expect the Monterey Bay Aquarium to have significant crowds during the summer (visit 2pm-6pm Tues.-Thurs. when there are fewer people.) Finally, an advance reservation is the only way you’ll be able to play on Pebble Beach’s famed golf courses.


Transportation


If you’re road-tripping through the region, visit the California Department of Transportation website (www.dot.ca.gov) for current road conditions. It is especially important to know about road conditions in the Big Sur and Santa Cruz Mountains given frequent road closures due to the mudslides and rockslides that often occur in these two regions.



The Best of Monterey and Carmel



The major attractions of the Monterey Bay region can be explored in a long weekend, but taking up to five days will allow for a more immersive experience. The two best approaches to exploring the area are to choose a home base (like Monterey or Pacific Grove) and plan day trips; or to take a road trip through the region, beginning in Santa Cruz, continuing into Monterey, Carmel, and Big Sur, and ending in Cambria or Morro Bay.


Monterey: Maritime Escape


Time in Monterey should be spent exploring the bay itself, whether by visiting the world-renowned Monterey Bay Aquarium or heading out on the water on a kayak, stand-up paddleboard, or whale-watching vessel.


Day 1


After an early arrival in Monterey, take a leisurely walk around the Monterey Harbor on the Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail. Be sure to head out on the Coast Guard Pier if you want to view some harbor seals and sea lions up close.
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Monterey Bay





Grab a seafood lunch with a harbor view at The Sandbar & Grill or an artfully done sandwich, salad, or pizza at Alta Bakery & Cafe before heading over to Cannery Row to spend the afternoon taking in furry sea otters and swirling jellyfish at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Head back to downtown Monterey for a beer at the popular Alvarado Street Brewery or enjoy a stellar cocktail and snack at Montrio. Stay there for dinner or head to Monterey’s Fish House for oak-grilled seafood.
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Monterey’s popular Cannery Row





The Portola Hotel & Spa in downtown Monterey has an ideal location near Alvarado Street and Monterey’s Fisherman’s Wharf, while Monterey Bay Inn is perched right over the bay just walking distance from Cannery Row. Budget travelers can bed down at Lone Oak Lodge off North Fremont Street.


Day 2


It’s time to experience Monterey’s amazing marine life firsthand. Mornings are the best time to hit the water, before the winds start. Rent a kayak or stand-up paddleboard from Monterey Bay Kayaks and paddle out into the bay from nearby Monterey State Beach. Or, head underwater by scuba diving or snorkeling off Monterey’s Breakwater Cove, one of the best beginner dive spots in the state.


Another way to experience the bay is to secure a seat on a whale-watching tour that leaves from Monterey Harbor. During the winter and spring migrations, gray whales swim right along Monterey’s coast.


For dinner head to Wave Street, one block from Cannery Row. Have a drink at The Sardine Factory, a longtime Monterey landmark. Enjoy a steak dinner next door at the Whaling Station, or walk up Lighthouse Avenue for island fare and fun at Hula’s Island Grill & Tiki Room.


Day 3


Begin the day with a coffee and a snack in downtown Monterey at Captain + Stoker, or take a short trip to The Butter House in Seaside for one of the area’s best breakfasts, with options like lemon curd pancakes and chicken-and-waffles.


Return to Monterey and explore its historic buildings. The Monterey State Historic Park has historic adobes and old government buildings scattered around downtown that are well worth visiting. The Custom House and Pacific House Museum located around Custom House Plaza are good places to start. Take an hour-long guided walking tour of the park for an overview of the area’s history.


Fans of old Victorian buildings should spend time in Pacific Grove and take in its quaint downtown along Lighthouse Avenue. Be sure to detour down to Lovers Point Park for its views of the curving bay.
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Pacific Grove in spring





Stay in Pacific Grove for dinner. Passionfish is known for serving tasty and sustainable seafood, while Poppy Hall serves California rustic cuisine—superb seafood, veggie, and meat dishes.


Day Trip to Salinas


Break a sweat and then crack open a bottle of wine on a day trip around inland Monterey County. Start by embarking on the hour-long drive to one of the country’s newest national parks: Pinnacles National Park, a wonderland of rock spires, sheer walls, steep canyons, and caves. The park’s west end, the closest entrance from Monterey, provides access to a handful of trails. One recommended hike is the Juniper Canyon Loop, which goes up to the impressive High Peaks.


Cool off afterward by crossing the Salinas Valley to reach the River Road Wine Trail, a string of wineries in the Santa Lucia Highlands. Post up on the outdoor deck at Hahn Winery Tasting Room for views of Pinnacles rising in the distance as you sample pinot noir and chardonnay.


Head to Salinas for dinner. Choose between upscale European fare at Patria, hearty Italian food at family-friendly Gino’s, or tasty tri-tip at Salinas City Barbeque.



Carmel: Art, Wine, and Beaches



Carmel-by-the-Sea has one of the state’s best beaches, along with a downtown full of art galleries and tasting rooms. Carmel Valley is home to an up-and-coming wine industry.
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Carmel





Day 1


Start your time in Carmel with a superb breakfast at Stationaery; the menu rotates frequently, but maybe you’ll luck out with the chilaquiles or potato pancake with salmon. Then stroll along Ocean Avenue, taking time to peer into the art galleries and upscale boutiques. Make your way west as the road starts its descent to Carmel Beach, one of the finest beaches in the entire state. Once on the sugar-white sands, take off your shoes and let your dog run on the beach. Save some energy for the walk back up Ocean Avenue.


After returning to your vehicle, head 3 miles (4.8 km) south on CA-1 to reach Point Lobos State Natural Reserve, which is rumored to have inspired Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. There, the Cypress Grove Trail boasts twisted Monterey cypress trees and stunning coastline views.


Return to Carmel-by-the-Sea for a drink and snack on the rooftop bar at Vesuvio, or sample some high-end mescal and Mexican food at Cultura Comida y Bebida.


Spend the night with the sounds of the nearby sea at La Playa Carmel or stay in the Far East-inspired Tradewinds Carmel. Traveling with a furry friend? Consider the pro-pup Cypress Inn, formerly co-owned by the late actress and animal-rights activist Doris Day.


Day 2


Get a hearty breakfast at the Little Swiss Café or grab a coffee and pastry at Carmel Valley Coffee Roasting Co. Then take a tour of the Tor House, a fascinating castle-like structure on Carmel Point constructed by nature poet Robinson Jeffers. Tours are only offered on Fridays and Saturdays.




Play in the Bay


Monterey Bay features coastline directly in the impact zone of ocean swells, as well as tranquil, protected areas uncommon to most of the California coast. These conditions make the region suitable for lots of different water-based recreation.


SURFING


Santa Cruz is the surf capital of this region. Steamer Lane has surfers from around the world drooling with anticipation, while many beginners have caught their first waves at Cowell’s Beach. Pleasure Point is another great place for long, peeling waves.


In Monterey County, Carmel Beach and Asilomar State Beach are consistent beach breaks worth checking out.


KAYAKING AND STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING


Monterey is one of the best places along the California coast to kayak or stand-up paddleboard. The relatively protected waters from Monterey’s Municipal Wharf to the Monterey Bay Aquarium make for a great paddle. If the swell or winds kick up, duck into Monterey Harbor for protection.


Although known for its golf courses, Pebble Beach also has Stillwater Cove, a superb paddling spot. Moss Landing’s Elkhorn Slough provides a place to see otters and seals without being exposed to ocean swells.


One of the highlights of Morro Bay is getting out in the bay on a kayak or stand-up paddleboard, where you might spot some local wildlife like sea otters.


SCUBA DIVING AND SNORKELING


The best way to see the multitude of sea life, kelp forests, and reefs off the Monterey shoreline is to put on some snorkeling or scuba gear and get underwater. People come from all over California to dive in Monterey. Breakwater Cove is a popular, easy-to-access spot where lots of people have completed their certification dives. Nearby, Pacific Grove’s Lovers Point Park has a protected cove and kelp forest for snorkelers and scuba divers.


Carmel’s Monastery Beach is for advanced divers and features a steep drop-off into a deep underwater canyon. Point Lobos State Natural Reserve has underwater attractions in addition to terrestrial sights. Make reservations in advance to dive the park’s Whaler’s Cove and the deeper Bluefish Cove.





It’s afternoon by now, and you deserve some wine. Carmel-by-the-Sea has a handful of tasting rooms downtown, including the popular Scheid Vineyards Carmel-by-the-Sea Tasting Room.


For dinner, enjoy Asian fusion fare at the chic Pangaea Grill or get some of the freshest sushi around at the hole-in-the-wall Akaoni.


Day 3


For your third day in this area, head inland to Carmel Valley. Save your appetite for a hearty down-home breakfast at the Wagon Wheel Restaurant or a more creative egg dish at Jeffrey’s Grill & Catering.
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artful nigiri at Carmel Valley’s Mika Sushi





Work off those calories with a hike at Garland Ranch Regional Park, an expansive parcel of land with steep hikes, ridges, and fine views of the valley. One option is the Mesa Trail. Head to Refuge Spa to soak your sore legs in its warm waters.


Carmel Valley is a burgeoning but unassuming wine region, so be sure to head to the Carmel Valley Village for some wine-tasting. Seven tasting rooms are located in a small strip mall, while several more are a short walk away. Some recommendations include I. Brand & Family Winery and Boekenoogen Vineyard & Winery.


Enjoy dinner at Café Rustica, with its superb pizzas and entrées, or enjoy raw seafood and sake at Mika Sushi. If you are still standing, visit the Running Iron Restaurant and Saloon and take in its Old West decor with a nightcap.


Santa Cruz: Coast and Mountains


Visit Santa Cruz to experience an eclectic California surf town, explore redwood-cloaked mountains, and take in the lightly developed north coast.


Day 1


Getting to Santa Cruz is an easy 50-minute (44-mi/71 km)) drive up CA-1 from the Monterey Peninsula. The eclectic beach city is an ideal place to try and catch a wave, whether you are a novice or an accomplished wave rider. Cowell’s Beach is great for learning, while both Pleasure Point and Steamer Lane have larger waves. Afterward, visit the one-room Santa Cruz Surfing Museum, just above Steamer Lane.


Walk along West Cliff Drive and stop into The Picnic Basket for a sandwich or salad. Wander across the street to the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk to ride the wooden Big Dipper roller coaster.


Head to downtown Santa Cruz’s lively Pacific Avenue and check out local shops like the wonderful Bookshop Santa Cruz. For dinner, stop at the Abbott Square Market, a food court with options that range from vegetarian to seafood to Neapolitan pizza. Or, head south of downtown to eat sushi amid skateboard-art at Akira.


To hear some live music, make for the Kuumbwa Jazz Center, an intimate venue that hosts jazz and acoustic performances, or The Catalyst, the place for indie, rap, and reggae bands.


Now it’s sleepy time. The Seaway Inn has basic motel rooms in a location that can’t be beat, while the adjacent West Cliff Inn offers an upscale bed-and-breakfast experience in a gleaming white mansion. Across the street, the Santa Cruz Dream Inn reflects the playfulness of the nearby boardwalk and has a view of Cowell’s Beach.


Day 2


To see the big trees, drive 8 miles (12.9 km) to the Santa Cruz Mountains town of Felton. Experience the impressive coast redwoods by taking a ride on the Roaring Camp Railroads. Hop on the Redwood Forest Steam Train and chug up a small mountain or take the Santa Cruz Beach Train down through the redwood-cloaked San Lorenzo River Canyon to the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk.
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Roaring Camp Railroads





Stay in Felton for lunch. The Cowboy Bar & Grill serves creative comfort food. After lunch, head to nearby Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park for a walk in its grove of old-growth redwoods.


For dinner, enjoy tacos and margaritas at El Palomar in Santa Cruz, or head just east out of town for roasted chicken at Café Cruz.


Day 3


The coastline just west and north of Santa Cruz is worth your time if you have an extra day. On the way out of town, stop in for a Brazilian breakfast at Cafe Brasil. Continue on CA-1, where buildings cede to farmland, marine terraces, and secluded beaches. Two miles (3.2 km) west of the city boundary is Wilder Ranch State Park, a great place to get a feel for this landscape. The Old Cove Landing Trail walks along the coast’s edge.


Six miles (9.7 km) farther up CA-1, Davenport is a small community perched on coastal bluffs. If it’s migration season, keep your eyes opened here for whales traveling offshore. One of the region’s best beaches is Davenport Landing Beach. Make sure to take a swing on the beachside swing set, whether you’re a kid or an adult.


Continue north about 8 miles (12.9 km) on CA-1 to reach Año Nuevo State Park, where up to 10,000 elephant seals can be found on the beach. Make sure to get a reservation for the guided tour before heading up to the park.


Return south on CA-1 to Davenport. Get a burger or sandwich at the Whale City Bakery Bar & Grill.


Big Sur to Cambria Road Trip


Big Sur is the 90-mile (145-km) stretch of stunning coastline that spans Carmel to San Simeon, the coastal town best known for being the home of Hearst Castle. The drive along CA-1 can be done in less than three hours, but you’ll want to set aside more time, as you’ll be driving past some of the state’s best parks, beaches, and trails.
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coastline near Big Sur





Day 1


Steer your vehicle down the Big Sur Coast Highway (CA-1) for a stunningly scenic drive. Make sure to stop 15 miles (24 km) south of Carmel to photograph the Bixby Bridge, an architectural marvel spanning a deep canyon with the Pacific Ocean in the background. Drive mindfully around here as this is a very popular photo-op.


For breakfast, opt for one of two worthy restaurants: the Ripplewood Café, which does home-style breakfasts, and the Big Sur River Inn Restaurant, where you can dine on an outdoor deck near the Big Sur River.


Big Sur has superb hiking options. To take in the coastal bluffs and beaches, cruise the Ridge Trail and Panorama Trail Loop at Andrew Molera State Park. Want to pass through a tunnel blasted through rock that leads to a secluded cove? Then Partington Cove Trail at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park is for you. Afterward, drive 2 miles (3.2 km) south to the park’s main entrance and take the short walk out to see McWay Falls, an 80-foot (24.4-m) waterfall that plummets into the Pacific.




Catch of the Day


The Monterey Bay region is known for its seafood and abounds with superb seafood restaurants.


MONTEREY


• The Sandbar & Grill has some of Monterey’s best golden-fried calamari. Its location hanging over Monterey Harbor means you may be able to watch sea otters do the backstroke during your meal.


• Get a taste of local Sicilian recipes like squid pasta at Monterey’s Fish House.


• Prefer your seafood raw? Crystal Fish serves fresh fish in sushi rolls bestowed with tasty sauces and unique ingredients.


PACIFIC GROVE


• One of Monterey Peninsula’s most popular seafood restaurants is Passionfish, which is known for its commitment to sustainable seafood and its staff’s extensive knowledge of coastal cuisine.


• Wild Fish showcases locally sourced seafood from all over the California coast.


MOSS LANDING


• Tucked between the harbor and the ocean in Moss Landing, Phil’s Fish Market serves up hearty and tasty cioppino and sea scallops.


CARMEL


• Japanese cooking methods meet California cuisine in the seafood entrées at the Flying Fish Grill.


• A hole-in-the-wall sushi restaurant in Carmel, Akaoni does some of the area’s freshest and tastiest rolls and nigiri.
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The chef at Akaoni prepares some amazing sushi.





• Slightly larger than Akaoni, Toro Sushi has fresh sushi and a range of sakes.


SAN SIMEON, CAMBRIA, AND MORRO BAY


• The Sea Chest Oyster Bar, in a cottage across from Moonstone Beach, wows seafood lovers with everything from calamari strips to cioppino.


• Just off Cayucos Beach, Rudell’s Smokehouse serves seafood tacos with big flavors, including smoked salmon and smoked albacore, along with an unexpected topping: chopped apples.


• Right on Morro Bay’s Embarcadero, Tognazzini’s Dockside Restaurant is the place for fresh barbecued oysters in garlic butter.





Catch sunset at Pfeiffer Beach and snap a selfie with the offshore rocks as a backdrop. Head south again to Nepenthe for a late dinner of an Ambrosia burger and a terrific view. If there’s a line at Nepenthe, head 1.5 miles (2.4 km) north to the Big Sur Taphouse for a craft beer and tacos with the locals.


Check if the Henry Miller Memorial Library, just 0.25-mile (0.4-km) south of Nepenthe, has an evening event, like a film screening or music performance. Otherwise, head to the Fernwood Tavern to mingle with locals and tourists from around the world.


Fall asleep in a tent within the Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park Campground or in an artfully decorated room at Glen Oaks Big Sur. For a splurge, have a once-in-a-lifetime overnight experience at the luxury Post Ranch Inn.


Day 2


Fuel up for a drive at Big Sur’s Deetjen’s, known for its cozy atmosphere and eggs Benedicts. For something quicker, swing into the Big Sur Bakery for a pastry and coffee.


Big Sur’s south coast has two worthy stops for travelers headed toward San Simeon and Cambria. Sand Dollar Beach is 60 miles (97 km) south of Carmel and one of Big Sur’s best beaches. Salmon Creek Falls is an impressive roadside waterfall located 8 miles (12.9km) south of Gorda.


Drive past San Simeon to Cambria, where you’ll stroll on scenic Moonstone Beach. When hunger hits, head back to Cambria for dinner. The Main Street Grill is a casual eatery with a tasty tri-tip sandwich, while Robin’s has an eclectic international menu.


Get a full night’s sleep at Sand Pebbles Inn across from Moonstone Beach.


Day 3


Drive to opulent Hearst Castle. Tours of this ranch, built for newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, offer insight into the lifestyle of the rich and infamous. Be sure to make a tour reservation in advance!


Drive a half hour south to the scenic town of Morro Bay and stare up at Morro Rock, a 576-foot (176-m) volcanic plug looming over the active harbor area. Then walk along the Embarcadero to check out The Shell Shop and stop in for a craft beer at The Libertine Pub.
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Morro Rock





Dine on seafood for dinner with fish tacos at Taco Temple or barbecued oysters at Tognazzini’s Dockside Restaurant. Spend the evening at the Masterpiece Hotel or enjoy the Beach Bungalow Inn & Suites, just two blocks up from the bustling Embarcadero.


Best Beaches


The Monterey Bay region has an impressive range of beaches, from sweeping expanses of sand to pocket beaches crammed between towering headlands. Many of these beaches provide access to the area’s myriad ocean-based recreation opportunities, from sea kayaking and surfing to scuba diving and snorkeling.


Monterey


MONTEREY STATE BEACH


Best for Long Strolls, Kayaking, SUP


This large strand of beach begins just north of the Monterey Harbor and stretches to the neighboring city of Seaside. Head out for a long walk or paddle out from the wharf in a kayak or stand-up paddleboard.


SAN CARLOS BEACH PARK


Best for Scuba Diving, Picnicking


This sliver of sand is located right in Monterey, south of Monterey Harbor. It’s a superb place to picnic and take in the curving bay or don scuba equipment and head offshore to one of the area’s most popular dive spots.


LOVERS POINT PARK


Best for Families, Snorkeling, Wading


The small, protected beach here allows a spot for kids to dip their feet into the cool Pacific, while the waters offshore feature a kelp forest that provides snorkelers and beginning divers with an introduction to the region’s underwater features.
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Lovers Point Park





ASILOMAR STATE BEACH


Best for Strolling


Take a walk south toward Pebble Beach on this scenic, mile-long beach. Return on the wooden boardwalk above the sand.


MOSS LANDING STATE BEACH


Best for Fishing, Birding


A long stretch of beach with frequently powerful waves offshore, this state beach draws both anglers and birders for its substantial wildlife.


Carmel


CARMEL BEACH


Best for Scenery, Sunsets, Dog Lovers


With its pale sand and contrasting blue-green ocean water, Carmel Beach is a jewel of Monterey Bay. It’s also one of the state’s friendliest beaches for dogs.
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Carmel Beach





Santa Cruz


SANTA CRUZ BEACH BOARDWALK


Best for Families, Mild Thrill Seekers


Just feet away from Cowell’s, the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk makes families happy with its rides, games, and entertainment. The Boardwalk’s Giant Dipper roller coaster has been thrilling folks since 1924.


COWELL’S BEACH


Best for Beginning Surfing


Santa Cruz’s Cowell’s Beach has slow, rolling waves perfect for beginners. Even though it gets crowded, the surfers here are usually friendly.


SEACLIFF STATE BEACH


Best for Shipwreck Lovers, Fishing


How many beaches in California have their own hulking shipwreck right offshore? The pier offers the best views of the concrete vessel and is also a preferred spot for local anglers.


DAVENPORT LANDING BEACH


Best for Beachcombing, Kitesurfing


The northern coast of Santa Cruz County has a handful of scenic, rugged beaches. Davenport Landing Beach is one of the best and easiest to access. The beach has two rocky headlands on either end.


AÑO NUEVO STATE PARK


Best for Wildlife, Scenery


At Año Nuevo, gigantic elephant seals turn the beach into a battleground. You can also catch a glimpse of an eerie, abandoned light station right offshore.


Big Sur


ANDREW MOLERA STATE PARK


Best for Scenery, Views


See the Big Sur River spilling into the sea and a beach decorated with driftwood huts.


PFEIFFER BEACH


Best for Photo Ops, Sunsets


Make sure that your camera (or phone) has fully charged batteries for a trip to Big Sur’s windswept Pfeiffer Beach, with picture-perfect rock formations offshore.


SAND DOLLAR BEACH


Best for Picnics, Long Walks


Protected by cliffs on windy days, crescent-shaped Sand Dollar Beach is a great spot for a picnic or a long walk.



San Simeon, Cambria, and Morro Bay



MOONSTONE BEACH


Best for Beachcombing


Hunt for the eponymous moonstones on this Cambria beach. Its impressive driftwood structures are also worthy discoveries.


CAYUCOS STATE BEACH


Best for Sunbathing, Lounging


The primary attraction of Cayucos is this protected beach and its pier, perfect for a day of lazing in the sun.


SPOONER’S COVE


Best for Scenery, Picnics


Soak up the natural beauty of Spooner’s Cove, in Montaña de Oro State Park. A scenic arch decorates the bluffs on the south end of the cove.


MORRO ROCK BEACH


Best for Photo Ops, Surfing


Take a photo in front of 576-foot-high (176-m) Morro Rock. The beach to its south is popular with surfers of all skill levels.



Wine Time



Monterey


After a day of sightseeing, stay in the seaside city and sample its tasting rooms. The Pierce Ranch Vineyards Tasting Room is housed in a cozy cottage and occasionally hosts live music. A Taste of Monterey pours wine from more than 95 local wineries in a stunning Cannery Row location with views of the bay. Also in Monterey, Sovino Wine Bar & Merchant has a great selection of wines, fun events, and a great location near Custom House Plaza.
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Monterey’s Pierce Ranch Vineyards Tasting Room





Carmel


Tasting rooms are popping up all over downtown Carmel-by-the-Sea. One of the best is the Scheid Vineyards Carmel-by-the-Sea Tasting Room, a social spot where you can sample wines, including the popular claret. Caraccioli Cellars Tasting Room pours smooth brut and brut rose that are a perfect fit for the sleek, upscale tasting room.


Make a day of exploring the many wineries of Carmel Valley. Boekenoogen Vineyard & Winery does great pinot noirs, zinfandels, and Syrahs, while I. Brand & Family Winery serves three different labels (at three different price points) in a hip tasting room where vinyl records soundtrack your visit. Keep drinking into the evening hours at The Wine House. Its great outdoor area has fire pits and games, including a bocce ball court.
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The Wine House





Salinas


The River Road Wine Trail has a string of wineries known for their valley views, fine chardonnays, and exemplary pinot noirs. Hahn Winery Tasting Room has a superb outdoor deck for wine sampling.


Santa Cruz


On the Santa Cruz coast is the town of Davenport, where the Beauregard Wine Bar is an ideal place to taste the products of the nearby Santa Cruz Mountains.




Best Hikes


The Monterey and Carmel region contains outstanding hiking trails for all levels of hikers. Options include everything from an easy leg-stretching hike to a strenuous multiday backpacking adventure.


EASY HIKES


• One of Monterey’s best hikes is also its easiest. The Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail (18 mi/29 km total) follows a former railroad track to Pacific Grove. The 2-mile (3.2 km) walk one-way from Fisherman’s Wharf to Lovers Point Park is highly recommended.


• The Skyline Trail (0.8 mi/1.3 km round-trip) in Jack’s Peak County Park offers a view of Monterey from the peninsula’s highest point.


• Point Lobos State Natural Reserve has plenty of easy hikes that pay impressive dividends with stunning scenery, abundant wildlife, and unique natural features. The Cypress Grove Trail (0.8 mi/1.3 km round-trip) is one of the best, with its twisty cypress trees and vantage points of the sea.


• Most visitors to Big Sur want to view the 80-foot (24.4-m) waterfall that drops precipitously into the ocean. It can be seen from the Overlook Trail to McWay Falls (0.6 mi/1 km round-trip) in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park.
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Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park





• Andrew Molera State Park occupies a big parcel of Big Sur’s spectacular coastline. At the end of the Creamery Meadow Trail (2 mi/3.2 km round-trip) hikers are rewarded with a wild beach where the Big Sur River spills into the sea.


• Also in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park is the Partington Cove Trail (1 mi/1.6 km round-trip), which ventures out from the highway, over a bridge, and through a tunnel to a rocky cove.


INTERMEDIATE HIKES


• For a view of the Carmel coast from above, take Palo Corona Regional Park’s Inspiration Point Hike (1.3 mi/2.1 km round-trip) to a bench where the shoreline spreads out below. Be sure to first secure a permit to hike in the park.


• Pinnacles National Park has rock formations that seem to be nature’s take on castles and towers. The Juniper Canyon Loop (4.3 mi/6.9 km round-trip) travels up to some fine examples, especially on the steep and narrow portion of the trail.


• Also in Pinnacles National Park, the Moses Spring-Rim Trail Loop (2.2 mi/3.5 km round-trip) takes in both Bear Gulch Cave—a cavern with a stream running through it—and Bear Gulch Reservoir, which was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps.


• Take the Ridge Trail-Panorama Trail Loop (8 mi/12.9 km round-trip), also known as Eight-Mile Loop, in Andrew Molera State Park for views of the Big Sur coast.


• Towering above the south coast of Big Sur, Cone Peak in the Ventana Wilderness is a giant, rocky mountaintop with fantastic 360-degree views. The Cone Peak Trail (5 mi/8 km round-trip) is a doable day hike to the summit of Big Sur’s second-highest peak.






San Simeon, Cambria, and Morro Bay



The Central Coast has a few worthy tasting rooms. The San Simeon-based Hearst Ranch Winery pours wines down the hill from Hearst Castle.


Morro Bay’s Stax Wine Bar & Bistro is a fine place to taste local varietals while gazing out at imposing Morro Rock.
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Asilomar Coast Trail







Highlights


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


S Cannery Row: Made famous by John Steinbeck’s novel, this was once a working neighborhood lined with fish canneries. Today it’s been reinvented as a tourist destination overlooking a scenic strip of Monterey Bay (click here).


S Monterey Bay Aquarium: This mammoth aquarium astonishes with a vast array of sea life and exhibits on the local ecosystem (click here).
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S Monterey State Historic Park: This park preserves the old adobes dotting Monterey’s downtown and allows people to imagine what life was like here in the 1800s (click here).


S Alvarado Street: Monterey’s downtown thoroughfare is lined with historic adobes, modern restaurants, and thriving bars (click here).


S Monterey Harbor: The best way to see one of the most scenic harbors on the Central Coast is by strolling along the Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail (click here).


S Scuba Diving, Kayaking, and Stand-Up Paddleboarding: Experience Monterey Bay’s calm water and unique wildlife by getting into the water (click here and click here).


S Whale-Watching: Monterey’s whale-watching vessels offer easy and amazing opportunities to view gray, humpback, blue, and killer whales in the bay (click here).


S Lovers Point Park: This Pacific Grove park is located on a scenic peninsula that juts out into the bay, offering a protected beach and great views (click here).


S Elkhorn Slough: Get some of the best views of the bay’s marine mammals at this estuary in Moss Landing (click here).
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a humpback whale in Monterey Bay
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street sign for Monterey’s Cannery Row.








Monterey has roots as a fishing town. Native Americans were the first to harvest from the sea, augmenting their diet of acorns with shellfish. Later, whaling and then fishing became an economic driver with the arrival of European settlers.


Author John Steinbeck immortalized this unglamorous industry in his 1945 novel Cannery Row. The city’s blue-collar past is still evident in its architecture, even if the cannery workers have been replaced by tourists.


This coastal city has one of California’s oldest and richest histories. Spanish explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno noted that the bay and harbor would make for a great port way back in 1602. In 1770, the Spanish constructed the Presidio of Monterey to protect the port. After that, Monterey became the capital of the Spanish territory of Alta California; later, it would be the capital of California under Mexican and U.S. military rule. When California composed the documents to apply for U.S. statehood in 1849, it did so in Monterey.


Today, Monterey is the “big city” on the well-populated southern tip of the wide-mouthed bay. There are two main sections of Monterey: the old downtown area and “New Monterey,” which includes Cannery Row and the Monterey Bay Aquarium. The old downtown is situated around Alvarado Street and includes the historic adobes that make up Monterey State Historic Park. New Monterey bustles with tourists during the summer. The canneries are long gone, and today the Row is packed with businesses, including the must-see Monterey Bay Aquarium, seafood restaurants, shops, galleries, and tasting rooms. The aquarium is constantly packed with visitors, especially on summer weekends. One way to get from one section of town to the other is to walk the Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail, a paved path that runs right along a stretch of beautiful coastline.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Monterey and its immediate surroundings can be explored over 2-3 days. The communities of the Monterey Peninsula have distinct characters, so you can stay in the town that best suits your needs. To be near the aquarium, opt for lodging in Cannery Row. If you’re a history buff, stay next to some of the state’s oldest buildings in downtown Monterey. If you love old Victorians and bed-and-breakfasts, stay in Pacific Grove. To experience a Central Coast harbor community, overnight in Moss Landing. No matter where you stay, you’ll be able to easily explore the nearby towns.


The Monterey Bay Aquarium is the area’s most popular attraction. While it is expensive—adult admission is $50—the aquarium’s artfulness makes it worth a visit. Cannery Row, the area surrounding the aquarium, has a few sights, most notably Ed Ricketts’s laboratory, but otherwise it’s mainly a lot of gift shops and restaurants.


History buffs should not miss Monterey State Historic Park, a collection of historic government buildings and residences in downtown Monterey. Water enthusiasts should get out in the calm waters off Monterey, whether it is to kayak, stand-up paddleboard, or scuba dive.


Pacific Grove is worth a visit for its unique Victorian residences and fine stretch of coastline, including Lovers Point Park. Seaside has some of the best inexpensive eateries in the area, while Marina has Fort Ord Dunes State Park, one of the California coast’s newest state parks. Head up to Moss Landing to explore Elkhorn Slough, a tidal marsh that’s home to abundant wildlife.


ORIENTATION


Alvarado Street is the main street of downtown Monterey, while Lighthouse Avenue is lined with a lot of New Monterey’s businesses and restaurants. Cannery Row is a touristy street by the bay, three blocks from Lighthouse Avenue; it’s where Monterey Bay Aquarium is located.


Pacific Grove is west of Monterey. Its main street is Lighthouse Avenue, which connects the two towns. Upon entering Pacific Grove, Lighthouse Avenue becomes Central Avenue, while Lighthouse Avenue moves two blocks up from the bay.


Highway 1 connects Monterey with the northern Monterey County cities of Seaside, Marina, and Moss Landing.
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Sights




S CANNERY ROW



Cannery Row (www.canneryrow.com) did once look and feel as John Steinbeck described it in his famed novel of the same name. In the 1930s and 1940s, fishing boats offloaded their catches straight into the huge warehouse-like cannery buildings. Low-wage workers processed the fish and put it into cans, ready to ship across the country and around the world. During World War II, Monterey became known as the “Sardine Capital of the World.” But overfishing took its toll, and by the late 1950s Cannery Row was deserted; some buildings even fell into the ocean.
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A slow renaissance began in the 1960s, driven by new interest in preserving the historic integrity of the area, as well as a few savvy entrepreneurs who understood the value of beachfront property. Today, what was once a workingman’s wharf is now an enclave of boutique hotels, big seafood restaurants, and souvenir stores selling T-shirts adorned with sea otters. Cannery Row is anchored at one end by the aquarium and runs for several blocks that include a beach; it then leads to the Monterey Harbor area.


The Monterey Bay Aquarium is the best attraction around, but the Monterey Mirror Maze and Highway 1 Golf (751 Cannery Row, 831/649-6293, http://montereymirrormaze.com, hours vary, mirror maze adults $12, children 4-6 $8, mini golf adults $12, children 4-6 $8) offers touristy family fun. Navigate the mirror maze with its disorienting lights and music or putt 9 to 18 holes of mini-golf on a glow-in-the-dark course with attractions inspired by California’s Highway 1.


Thankfully, a few remnants of Cannery Row’s past remain in the shadows of the area’s touristy shops. The most important is a battered little shack located between the Monterey Bay Aquarium and the InterContinental luxury hotel. The Pacific Biological Laboratories (800 Cannery Row, 831/646-1569, www.monterey.org) was the workplace and home of famed marine biologist Ed Ricketts, a good friend of Steinbeck’s who appeared as “Doc” in Steinbeck’s classic novel Cannery Row. Following Ricketts’s death in 1948, the building hosted a men’s club where ideas were batted around over drinks and card games. One of the ideas to make it out of the lab was Jimmy Lyon’s concept of putting on an annual music festival in Monterey, an event that would eventually become the long-running Monterey Jazz Festival. The club still meets to this day. Now owned by the city, the lab is open for free tours one day a month and for group tours by reservation. The shack’s interior has not changed much since Ricketts’s time. It’s essentially decorated with books and bottles. That said, the old building provides a fascinating look at the old Monterey immortalized in Steinbeck’s writing.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S MONTEREY BAY AQUARIUM



The first aquarium of its kind in the country, the Monterey Bay Aquarium (886 Cannery Row, 831/648-4800, www.montereybayaquarium.org, daily hours vary, adults $50, students and seniors $40, children 5-12 $35) is still unique in many ways. From the very beginning, the aquarium’s mission has been conservation, and it’s not shy about it. Many of the animals in the aquarium’s tanks were rescued, and those that survive may eventually be returned to the wild. All the exhibits you’ll see in this mammoth complex contain only local sea life.


The aquarium displays a dazzling array of species. When you come to visit, a good first step is to look up the feeding schedules for the tanks that most interest you. It’s smart to arrive several minutes in advance to get a good spot near the glass. Current feeding times are also listed on the aquarium’s website.




The Steinbeck Effect


John Ernst Steinbeck was born in Salinas, then a tiny, isolated agricultural community, in 1902. He somehow managed to escape life as a farmer, a sardine fisherman, or a fish canner and ended up living the glamorous life of a writer for his too-short 66 years.


Steinbeck’s experiences in the Salinas Valley farming community and in the fishing town of Monterey informed many of his novels. The best known of these is Cannery Row, but Tortilla Flat is also set in working-class Monterey (though no one knows exactly where the fictional Tortilla Flat neighborhood was supposed to be). His family epic East of Eden mostly takes place in the Salinas Valley, while Pulitzer Prize-winning The Grapes of Wrath takes some of its inspiration from the same region. Steinbeck used the valley as a model for farming in the Dust Bowl during the Great Depression.


Steinbeck was fascinated by the plight of the worker; his novels and stories depict ordinary folks going through tough and terrible times. Steinbeck lived and worked through the Great Depression, and thus it’s not surprising that many of his stories don’t feature Hollywood happy endings. He was a realist in almost all of his novels, portraying the good, the bad, and the ugly of human life and society. His work gained almost immediate respect: In addition to his Pulitzer Prize, Steinbeck also won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1962. Almost every U.S. high school student since the 1950s has read at least one of Steinbeck’s novels or short stories, and his body of work forms part of the country’s literary canon.


As the birthplace of California’s most illustrious literary son, Salinas became famous for inspiring his work. Steinbeck’s name is taken in vain all over now-commercial Cannery Row, where even the cheesy wax museum tries to draw customers in by claiming kinship with the legendary author. More serious Steinbeck fans prefer the National Steinbeck Center (click here) and The Steinbeck House (click here), both in the still-agricultural town of Salinas. And if the museums aren’t enough, plan to be in Monterey County in early August for the annual Steinbeck Festival (click here), a big shindig put on by the Steinbeck Center in order to celebrate the great man’s life and works in fine style. The writer is buried at Garden of Memories Memorial Park (850 Abbott St.) in Salinas; staff can help you locate his gravestone, which is usually covered in tributes. Seek out Susan Shillinglaw’s book, A Journey Into Steinbeck’s California, to find Monterey County sites referenced in the author’s works.





In the living, breathing Kelp Forest, leopard sharks glide through the swaying strands, anchovies coalesce in silver clouds, and warty sea cucumbers and starfish adorn rocks.


The deep water tank in the Open Sea exhibit area always draws a crowd. Inside its depths, hammerhead sharks sweep the bottom like vacuum cleaners, while giant bluefin tuna cruise by. Although infrequent, the aquarium sometimes hosts one of the ocean’s most notorious predators in this tank: the great white shark; if one is on display, it’s definitely worth spending time with this sleek and amazing fish up close.


The Wild About Otters exhibit gives visitors a close view of rescued otters. These adorable, furry marine mammals come right up to the glass to interact with curious children and enchanted adults. They may be the true stars of the aquarium. Another of the aquarium’s most popular exhibits is the Jellies Experience, which illuminates delicate crystal jellies and the comet-like lion’s mane jellyfish.


The aquarium is a wildly popular weekend destination, especially in the peak summer season when the crowds can be forbidding. Time your visit for Tuesday-Thursday (especially 2pm-6pm) or plan to come in fall and winter when it’s less crowded. Download a map online and check the daily feeding times before arrival so that you can maximize your time.



S MONTEREY STATE HISTORIC PARK



Monterey State Historic Park (park office 20 Custom House Plaza, 831/649-2907, www.parks.ca.gov) pays homage to the long and colorful history of the city of Monterey. This busy port town acted as the capital of California when it was under Spanish and then Mexican rule. It seemed poised to become the capital once again until the Gold Rush shifted the focus of the state farther north. Today, the park comprises a collection of historic buildings, scattered about downtown Monterey, that provides a peek into the city as it was in the middle of the 19th century.
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1: Casa Soberanes in Monterey State Historic Park 2: Fisherman’s Wharf





Built in 1827, the Custom House (east of Fisherman’s Wharf, 10am-4pm daily, free) is the oldest government building still standing in the state. Wander about the adobe building and check out the artifacts on display, meant to resemble the goods within the building when it was under Mexican rule. Nearby is the Pacific House Museum (20 Custom House Plaza, hours vary seasonally, free). The first floor shows a range of Monterey’s history, from the Native Californians to the American Period. The second floor has a plethora of Native American artifacts.


The other buildings that compose the park were built mostly with adobe and/or brick between 1834 and 1847. These include the Casa del Oro (210 Oliver St., closed to the public until further notice); Larkin House (464 Calle Principal, 831/649-7172, private tours $80 for up to 12 people); Sherman Quarters (on the grounds of the Larkin House, closed to the public); Old Whaling Station (391 Decatur St., 831/375-5356, 10am-2pm Tues.-Fri., free); First Brick House (next to the Old Whaling Station, 10am-4pm daily, free); Casa Soberanes (336 Pacific St., 831/649-7172, private tours $80 for up to 12 people); First Theater (intersection of Pacific St. and Scott St.); and Stevenson House (530 Houston St., 831/649-7172, private tours $80 for up to 12 people), once a temporary residence of Robert Louis Stevenson.


Behind almost every historic structure are well-maintained gardens. Some of the finest include the Memory Garden (behind the Pacific House Museum), Stevenson House Garden, and Casa Soberanes Garden. Opening hours for the gardens are typically 9am-5pm in summer and 9am-4pm in winter, depending on staffing.


For a great introduction to the park and its history, take the hour-long guided walking tour (meets at the Custom House, hours vary seasonally, $10). A cell phone tour (831/998-9458) offers a two-minute rundown on each building.



S ALVARADO STREET



Named after Juan Bautista Alvarado, the governor of the Mexican territory of Alta California from 1836 to 1842, Alvarado Street (831/655-8070, www.oldmonterey.org) has always been Monterey’s main street, despite the fact that Cannery Row draws more visitors. Along its three blocks, the one-way road is lined with historic landmarks as well as some of the city’s best restaurants and bars, such as Alvarado Street Brewery, Rosine’s, and Old Monterey Café.


Stroll the walkable sidewalks, stopping to admire the Golden State Theatre and the historic adobe that Alvarado called home. Hellam’s Tobacco Shop (423 Alvarado St., 831/373-2816, www.hellamstobaccoandwineshop.com, 10am-10pm Mon.-Sat.) is both California’s oldest tobacco shop and Monterey’s oldest continually operating business.


COLTON HALL


The grand white-stone building of Colton Hall (580 Pacific St., www.monterey.org) is where the state of California was born, when 48 delegates met for a month-and-a-half in the fall of 1849 to draft California’s first constitution. Among the subjects that were debated were the state’s eastern boundary and whether California would allow its citizens to own slaves.
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Colton Hall
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Upstairs is the Colton Hall Museum (831/646-5640, www.monterey.org, 10am-4pm daily), housed in the long, wood-floored room where the constitution was drafted. The constitution itself is now in Sacramento, but there are other documents from the convention under glass, including a piece of paper where the delegates practiced their signatures. A large portion of the building still houses the working offices of Monterey’s City Hall.


The rear of Colton Hall is the location of the Old Monterey Jail (831/646-5640, www.monterey.org, 10am-4pm daily, free), which makes an appearance in John Steinbeck’s 1935 novel Tortilla Flat. Wander into the granite jailhouse that hosted Monterey’s malcontents from 1854 to 1956 and peer into its cells.


One final aspect of Colton Hall worth mentioning is the Moon Tree, which can be found in front of the building in Friendly Plaza. This towering coast redwood has the unique distinction of growing from a seed that traveled to the moon in 1971 before it was planted here in 1976.



S MONTEREY HARBOR



The Monterey Harbor (Del Monte Ave., www.monterey.org) has always been an important part of Monterey, from its fishing past to its tourism-focused present. Sailboats creak and clank in the Municipal Marina, while fishing boats head out in search of squid and other seafood. A superb way to survey the scene is to walk the 1-mile (1.6-km) section of the Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail (831/646-3866, www.monterey.org) along the harbor’s edge.


Three piers jut out into the water and provide nice views of the harbor. The most popular is Fisherman’s Wharf (1 Old Fisherman’s Wharf, www.montereywharf.com, hours vary daily), which resembles a smaller version of San Francisco’s popular tourist attraction of the same name. Where tons of sardines were once shipped out of Monterey Harbor, you’ll now find a collection of seafood restaurants, touristy gift shops, and whale-watching boats. (Most of the wharf’s seafood restaurants offer free shots of their competing clam chowders to those walking by. It may be enough to stave off your hunger until the next meal.) The wharf has also been featured in the HBO series Big Little Lies.




Abalone Underfoot


Visitors walking out onto Municipal Wharf II might be surprised to learn that there is a hidden farming operation right under their feet. The Monterey Abalone Company (160 Municipal Wharf II, 831/646-0350, www.montereyabalone.com, 8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-3pm Sat.) grows abalones in cages that dangle down from the wharf’s underside. Due to the destruction of the mollusk’s wild populations, farmed abalones are the only ones available for retail sale. You can stop by the storefront to purchase your own abalone. The kind folks at the Monterey Abalone Company can also provide you with some recipe ideas.





The Coast Guard Pier is a 1,700-foot-long (518-m) breakwater on the south end of the harbor. It is one of Monterey’s best wildlife-viewing areas, and it’s a guarantee that you’ll be able to see some sea lions and harbor seals if you walk out on the structure.


Municipal Wharf II is located on the eastern edge of the harbor. It still has working fishing operations along with a few wholesale fish companies, a couple restaurants, an abalone farm underneath its deck, and fine views of the harbor and nearby Del Monte Beach.


SAN CARLOS CATHEDRAL


The San Carlos Cathedral (500 Church St., 831/373-2628, www.sancarloscathedral.org) is integral to Monterey and early California’s history. It has the distinction of being the oldest building in Monterey, the oldest continuously operating church on the West Coast, and California’s first cathedral. The first chapel on the site was a wood hut constructed in 1771, a year before Carmel Mission was built. The current Spanish Colonial-style building dates back to 1794.


It is best to visit the cathedral, which is also known as the Royal Presidio Chapel, when the Heritage Center (1:15pm-3:15pm 2nd and 4th Mon. of the month, 10am-noon Wed., 10am-2pm Fri.-Sun.) is open. The two-room museum displays artifacts that were discovered during the cathedral’s renovation, along with fascinating artifacts like sections of the cathedral’s old whalebone sidewalk and a Spanish coin from 1779. The most impressive item might be a piece of oak tree known as the Serra-Vizcaíno Oak, once an important landmark for the early Spanish explorers.


The T-shaped chapel has a handful of interesting features. The niche at the top of the cathedral’s façade holds a statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe that is the oldest non-indigenous sculpture in California. Inside the long, narrow building are a few exposed sections that showcase old friezes and panels. Another fascinating aspect is a crypt for a local Monterey family that is buried under a slab right in front of the altar.


COOPER-MOLERA ADOBE


Surrounded by a historic adobe wall, the Cooper-Molera Adobe (525 Polk St., 831/223-0171, http://coopermolera.org, 10am-4pm Wed.-Sun.) is a 2.5-acre (1-ha) shared-use facility and an oasis for contemplating Monterey’s rich history right in the city’s downtown. Originally built in 1827, the on-site adobe buildings include two homes, with one that housed early resident John Bautista Rogers Cooper, who came to live in Monterey when it was under Mexican rule. The house museum features rooms decorated with Victorian-era decor and exhibits on the adobe’s residents and visitors along with a rotating collection of local art.


The renovated complex of historic buildings and gardens includes the museum, a day-use garden, the Barns at Cooper-Molera event space, the Alta Bakery & Café, and the Cella Restaurant, which serves fresh California fare in an outdoor garden setting.




Monterey’s Pillaging Pirate


The only pirate in California history did most of his plundering and pillaging in Monterey. Born in France, Hippolyte Bouchard moved to Argentina and was granted Argentine citizenship in 1813. In 1817, he embarked on a campaign by ship to torment the ships and settlements of Argentina’s foe, Spain.


In 1818, Bouchard and his men sailed into the small coastal California port of Monterey, then the capital of the Spanish territory of Alta California, to wreak a bit of havoc. They were initially met with a volley of cannon fire from the Spanish military posted at the current site of the Lower Presidio Historic Park in Monterey. This incident is the only land and sea battle in California history.


Bouchard and his crew eventually made it to shore. Once on land, they raised the Argentine flag and burned the Spanish Presidio (fort) among other buildings. They captured Monterey for six days before Spanish reinforcements were notified, causing Bouchard and his men to flee.


It is worth visiting Monterey’s Lower Presidio Historic Park to view the informative panels on the pirate’s takeover. The park has a small Argentine flag that still flies today in honor of this piece of little-known history.





MONTEREY MUSEUM OF ART


The Monterey Museum of Art (559 Pacific St., 831/372-5477, www.montereyart.org, 11am-5pm Thurs.-Mon., adults $10, students, military personnel, and children free) is a three-story building across the street from historic Colton Hall. Its eight galleries showcase works from paintings to photographic art with a focus on works created by California artists.


Less than a mile away, the Monterey Museum of Art’s La Mirada location (720 Via Mirada, 831/372-3689) is only open for special museum events and programs. The building was once an adobe in the Mexican period and later a private estate where Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor stayed while filming their 1965 film The Sandpiper in nearby Big Sur.


MY MUSEUM


The goal of MY Museum (425 Washington St., 831/649-6444, www.mymuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., adults and children $8, children under two free) is to entertain the youngest members of your family. Touting itself as a “playground for the mind,” this downtown kids’ museum aims to show wee ones what makes Monterey special. It does this with exhibits including a beach area where children can make sand castles from sand blocks and a mini putting green where budding golfers can work on their technique. The museum also maintains a regular schedule of children’s classes, concerts, and craft-making sessions.


LOWER PRESIDIO HISTORIC PARK


Located on a hillside above Monterey Harbor, 25-acre (10.1-ha) Lower Presidio Historic Park (Artillery St. and Private Bolio, www.monterey.org) is one of the city’s richest historical sites. Local Native Americans congregated here before Spanish explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno visited the spot in 1602, when he claimed California for the Spanish crown. The Spanish later used the site to build El Castillo, a fort then overtaken by the Mexican government. During the Civil War, it became a U.S. military installation that was visited by the Buffalo Soldiers, the famed African-American cavalry regiment.


Today, wheelchair-accessible trails lined with interpretive panels lead to the park’s features, which all share a superb view of Monterey Harbor below. On the hillside are cannons and a large monument to U.S. commodore John Drake Sloat that is topped with a concrete eagle. (Sloat is the officer whose men raised the U.S. flag in Monterey, effectively transferring the territory of California from Mexican to American rule.) Close to the harbor is a stone statue of Father Junípero Serra.


One section of the park is devoted to the tale of Hippolyte Bouchard, a pirate who, for six days in 1818, took control of Monterey from the Spanish. Bouchard engaged in the only land-sea battle to occur on the Pacific coast; his story is told through two interpretive panels. A stone monument and Argentine flag were erected here by Argentina.


The park is also home to the Presidio of Monterey Museum (Corporal Ewing Rd., Bldg. 113, 831/646-3456, www.monterey.org, 10am-1pm Mon., 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sat., 1pm-4pm Sun., donations appreciated). The one-room museum is located in an old military administrative and storage building. It interprets the history of Monterey through a military lens, with exhibits and artifacts, including cannonballs from El Castillo, field uniforms, and more.


DENNIS THE MENACE PARK


The brainchild of Hank Ketcham, the creator of the Dennis the Menace comic strip, Dennis the Menace Park (777 Pearl St., 831/646-3860, 10am-dusk daily) opened in 1956. Ketcham was heavily involved in the design process; he moved to the area after World War II, and lived here until his death in 2001. There’s a 9-foot (2.7-m) climbing wall, suspension bridge, curvy slides, brightly colored jungle gyms, a (fenced in, non-working) locomotive, and a whole lot more, as well as a bronze sculpture of the little menace near the entrance.




[image: image]


Dennis the Menace Park





WINE-TASTING


On Cannery Row, A Taste of Monterey (700 Cannery Row, Ste. KK, 831/646-5446, www.atasteofmonterey.com [URL inactive], 11am-8pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., tasting $15) provides an unbeatable view of the bay while you sample wines from 95 Monterey County wineries. The tasting room, in a renovated sardine cannery building, also has a bistro that makes small plates, sliders, and nachos to pair with the fine wines. Right up from Cannery Row is the Pierce Ranch Vineyards Tasting Room (499 Wave St., 831/372-8900, www.piercevineyards.com, noon-7pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-8pm Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., tasting $5), which looks like a small family home. Inside, they pour glasses of cabernet sauvignon, petite sirah, and zinfandel made from grapes grown on their southern Monterey County vineyard.


The team behind Pessagno Winery and Puma Road Winery on the River Road Wine Trail in the Santa Lucia Highlands also runs Puma Road Portola Plaza (281 Alvarado St., 831/747-1911, 1pm-6pm Thurs.-Sun., tasting $15) in downtown Monterey.


Tucked along a pedestrian walkway between Alvarado Street and Custom House Plaza, Sovino Wine Bar & Merchant (241 Alvarado St., 831/641-9463, www.sovinowinebar.com, 11am-11pm Fri.-Sun., 3pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs.) provides several reasons to stop for a glass of wine. One is their offering of around 12 local and regional reds and whites by the glass at fair prices; another is their great happy hour (4pm-6pm Sun.-Thurs.), when offerings are half-off. The wine bar also pours glasses of craft beer and serves food from charcuterie plates to paninis.


SIGHTSEEING TOURS


More than 215 movies have been filmed in Monterey County, from Clint Eastwood’s directorial debut Play Misty for Me to the goofy Tom Hanks comedy Turner & Hooch. Monterey Movie Tours (800/343-6437, www.montereymovietours.com, adults $60, seniors $55, children $40) provides a three-hour bus tour that visits film locations on the Monterey Peninsula. The tour bus pulls up to Monterey sights like the historic Colton Hall, where you’ll see a clip from 1959’s A Summer Place on the video screen mounted in the bus. Then, at the Monterey Bay Aquarium, you’ll watch footage from Star Trek 4: The Journey Home, where scenes from the movie were filmed. The scenic tour also heads into Pebble Beach and stops at the Lone Cypress and The Lodge at Pebble Beach. Owner and operator Doug Lumsden uses the tour to impart impressive knowledge about the peninsula’s history and notable attractions, including anecdotes about legendary Carmel resident Clint Eastwood.


Let the knowledgeable locals of Dream Tours By-the-Sea (200 Clock Tower Pl., Ste. D206, Carmel, 831/888-7555) shuttle you to the area’s best sights in a small passenger van. One of their specialties is a customized wine-tasting and vineyard tour.


Some tourists zip around and see the sights in bright yellow, convertible scooter cars that resemble souped-up golf carts. Rent one yourself at Sea Car Tours (230 Alvarado St., 831/884-6807, www.seacartours.com, 10am-6pm daily, one-hour tour $60-160). There is a one-hour tour of Monterey, a two-hour tour that covers Monterey and Pacific Grove, and a three-hour tour that lets you do your own thing.


Monterey Bay Food Tours (831/204-2211, www.montereybayfoodtours.com, $150) specializes in showcasing the bounty of the county, from food purveyors to local wineries and craft breweries. This walking tour also includes introductory information about downtown Monterey.




Monterey’s Hidden History


Explore this trio of lesser-known, yet historic buildings that sit just a few blocks away from Alvarado Street in downtown Monterey.


MAYO HAYES O’DONNELL RESEARCH LIBRARY


The Mayo Hayes O’Donnell Research Library (155 Van Buren St., 831/747-1027, www.mayohayeslibrary.org, 1:30pm-3:45pm Wed. and Fri.-Sun.) is a striking red structure that stands out on this little-visited block. Constructed in 1876, the building was the first protestant church erected in Monterey and was where John Steinbeck’s son Thomas was baptized. Today, it’s a non-circulating research library run by the Monterey History and Art Association. Collections include maps, periodicals, historic art, and books, some of which date to the 1800s.


CASA SERRANO


Casa Serrano (412 Pacific St., 831/372-2608, http://montereyhistory.org, 2pm-4pm Sat., donations appreciated) is truly one of Monterey’s hidden treasures. Built in 1843, this four-room adobe was one of Monterey’s earliest schools; it is now home to an outstanding collection of art. On display are works by early California painters like Armin Hansen and Evelyn McCormack, along with a room devoted to artist Jo Mora’s sculptures, lithographs, oil paintings, and pen-and-ink renderings.


LARA SOTO ADOBE


Built in the 1830s, the Lara Soto Adobe (460 Pierce St.) is now an administration building for the Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey, a graduate school. But for fans of the author John Steinbeck, this is where he lived in 1944-1945, the pivotal years when he wrote The Pearl and when his novel Cannery Row was published. Though closed to the general public, visitors can view the building’s renovated exterior. A plaque out front details Steinbeck’s connection.
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