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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.








DISCOVER the California Road Trip



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


PLANNING YOUR TRIP


HIT THE ROAD


Best Views


Best Hikes


Stretch Your Legs


San Francisco, Yosemite, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and the Grand Canyon. Each is like no other place on earth. You can experience all of them in a 14-day road trip, with each stop roughly a day’s drive from the next. You’ll drive through a landscape that encompasses the best of the American West: modern skyscrapers and sandy beaches, granite peaks and towering trees, flat deserts and steep-sided canyons.


It’s a landscape filled with overwhelming natural beauty and wide-open space. In Yosemite, waterfalls feather down faces of granite. At the Grand Canyon, layers of colorful geologic history travel back in time millions of years. Along the Pacific Coast, cliff sides tumble dramatically into the ocean.


This is nature at its most primal, but it’s just a few hours away from the cosmopolitan pleasures of America’s most distinctive cities. Whether it’s the sunlight shimmering on the Golden Gate Bridge or the stripes of the rainbow flag, San Francisco is as proud of its colorful character as it is of its reputation as a culinary capital. Sprawling Los Angeles is a source of both world-class culture and amusement park fun. Las Vegas feels more like a mirage than a city, with its neon flashing against the otherwise dark desert sky.


Choose your own pace. Let your interests determine your routes and itineraries. Ride a cable car or hike to Half Dome. Stroll the Hollywood Walk of Fame or explore the Magic Kingdom. Descend deep into the Grand Canyon or dance until dawn in Sin City. Or just lie on the beach and soak up the sun. No matter who you are or what you’re into, this road trip is for you.
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10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Wander and Wonder at San Francisco: Experience this unique city by exploring its hilly streets, world-class museums, and iconic sights.
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2 Spend Time in the Surf and Sand: No California road trip would be complete without a classic beach experience. You’ll find some of the best stretches of sand in Los Angeles and Santa Barbara.
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3 Hike in Yosemite National Park: Follow trails to epic views of granite rock formations and waterfalls in Yosemite Valley or wander amid alpine meadows and lakes in Tuolumne Meadows.
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4 Feast on California Cuisine: With a range of flavors as varied as its landscape, the state abounds in culinary delights, especially in the cities of San Francisco and Los Angeles.
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5 Visit Larger-Than-Life Los Angeles: The biggest city on the West Coast is a world-class destination known for its Hollywood glamour, coastal enclaves, and hip downtown.
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6 See the Grand Canyon from Above and Below: Views from the Rim Trail are stunning, while a hike down into the canyon on the Bright Angel Trail provides a deeper understanding of this natural wonder.
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7 Enjoy the High Life in Las Vegas: Stroll the Strip and explore the city’s casinos. Then take in views of the neon skyline from the top of the High Roller, the world’s tallest observation wheel.
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8 Slow Down Along the Central Coast: Relax in Big Sur, explore Monterey and its famous aquarium, and stop in the hip surf town of Santa Cruz.
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9 Taste World-Class Wines: California is known for its fine wines, so treat yourself to some samplings in Napa, Santa Barbara, and Carmel.
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10 Drive the Pacific Coast Highway: The stretch of CA-1 between San Francisco and Los Angeles showcases some of the state’s best scenery, including redwoods and vast ocean views, along with small towns and big attractions.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


San Francisco


Located on a hilly peninsula between San Francisco Bay and the Pacific Ocean, San Francisco is one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Add in a renowned food scene, world-class museums, a healthy arts culture, and iconic attractions like the Golden Gate Bridge and Alcatraz for a mandatory stop on any serious road trip.


Yosemite


Wander amid sequoia groves, granite peaks, and mountain lakes. See national treasures like Half Dome and El Capitan. Yosemite National Park showcases the stunning Sierra Nevada at its rugged best.


Las Vegas


Rising out of the desert like a high-tech oasis, Las Vegas is an adult playground of casinos, bars, 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.


The Grand Canyon


A mile-deep slice into the Kaibab Plateau, the Grand Canyon defies easy description. Stare in awe at the colorful layers from the canyon’s edge—or descend deep into the canyon to meet its creator: the mighty Colorado River.


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.


Pacific Coast Highway


Stunning coastal views will fill your windshield as you drive along the stretch of the Pacific Coast Highway that connects Los Angeles and San Francisco. The winding roadway hits its peak passing through the mountains of Big Sur, dramatically perched above the ocean. Seaside sights include Hearst Castle, the Monterey Bay Aquarium, and the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk.


Know Before You Go


High Season


The West’s best feature is its all-season appeal. That said, this trip is best in the summer and early fall, when CA-120 through Yosemite will most likely be open, although Las Vegas and the Grand Canyon will be quite warm. It’s possible to bypass CA-120 in the winter and spring by taking a different route, but it will add hours and miles to the trip. Be aware that summer brings the most visitors, which will not only add to the crowds at attractions along the way, but also add to the traffic on the highways. Plan a little extra time to get from place to place. Note that late summer-early fall is also wildfire season, during which access to affected areas can be impeded and air quality impacted.


The easiest places to fly into are San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Las Vegas. 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 more details.



Advance 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, the Grand Canyon, and along Big Sur. If you plan to stay at The Ahwahnee hotel in Yosemite or dine in its restaurant, make reservations as far in advance as possible.


What to Pack


Bring layered clothing. Expect desert heat in Las Vegas and the Grand Canyon in the summer, but also be prepared for cooler temperatures. Summer fog is likely along the California coast, and is pretty much guaranteed in San Francisco, making the air damp and chilly. No matter what, use sunscreen; that cold fog doesn’t stop the rays from burning unwary beachcombers.
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top of Nevada Fall from Yosemite’s Mist Trail
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an L.A. beach in summer
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the Pacific Coast Highway in Big Sur





Coming to the United States from abroad? You’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.


Driving Tips


Both San Francisco and especially Los Angeles suffer from serious traffic congestion. Avoid driving in or through San Francisco during rush hour traffic, typically weekdays 7am-9am and 4pm-6pm, though serious congestion can occur at other times. In Los Angeles, rush hour can stretch all the way from 5am-10am and 3pm-7pm. Of course, special events can create traffic jams in both cities on weekends. To view current traffic conditions in the San Francisco Bay Area, visit www.511.org. For Los Angeles, go to www.sigalert.com for a city map showing current traffic information. Though not as notorious as San Francisco or Los Angeles, Las Vegas has its own traffic problems, especially on Thursday and Friday evenings. The Nevada Department of Transportation (http://nvroads.com) has information on current road conditions.


Because it’s located in the high-altitude Sierra Nevada, access to Yosemite is dependent on the weather and the seasons. Two of the most traveled roads in the park, Tioga Road and Glacier Point Road, are typically closed November-early June. In recent years, forest fires have occurred in the park and surrounding areas, limiting access in the summer and fall as well. Check for road conditions and closures online at www.nps.gov/yose.


Wildfires and landslides can also impede a drive along the Pacific Coast Highway, especially through Big Sur. Visit the Caltrans website (www.dot.ca.gov) for highway conditions throughout California.


Expect high summer temperatures on the drive between Yosemite and Las Vegas, especially if you take the route through Death Valley, where blazing hot temperatures of 120°F (49°C) or more can occur. Heat can also be a problem on the routes to and from the Grand Canyon. Make sure your car has sufficient engine coolant and working air-conditioning, and take along plenty of drinking water. You may also encounter thunderstorms in this area July-mid-September, which can lead to road flooding. Contact the Nevada Department of Transportation (http://nvroads.com) and Arizona Department of Transportation (www.az511.gov) for each state’s road conditions.


Cell phone reception is limited or nonexistent in large sections of Yosemite, along the desert route to and from Las Vegas, and along the Pacific Coast Highway through Big Sur.



HIT THE ROAD



The 14-Day Best of the West


You can hit the top destinations in 14 days by driving in a rough loop. The day-by-day route below begins in San Francisco, but you can just as easily start in Los Angeles or Las Vegas if that works better for you. For detailed driving directions for each leg of this road trip, see Getting There at the beginning of each chapter. All mileage and driving times are approximate.


Days 1-2


SAN FRANCISCO


It’s easy to fill two days with fun in San Francisco. On the first day, visit the foodie-friendly Ferry Building, then walk 1.5 miles (2.4 km) down the Embarcadero to the ferry that will take you out to Alcatraz. For dinner, indulge in Vietnamese fare at The Slanted Door or find old-school elegance at the Tadich Grill.


On your second day, head west to Golden Gate Park, where you can explore the art of the de Young Museum or the animals at the California Academy of Sciences. Visit the Japanese Tea Garden for tea and a snack before leaving the park. Spend the afternoon at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art before dining at its touted on-site restaurant In Situ.


Rest your head at the tech-savvy Hotel Zetta, homey Golden Gate Hotel, or Hotel G with its three dining and drinking establishments. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in San Francisco.


Day 3


DRIVING FROM SAN FRANCISCO TO YOSEMITE


200 mi / 320 km / 5 hrs


Grab a coffee from Blue Bottle Café to wake up for the drive to Yosemite. 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.


Days 4-5


YOSEMITE


Explore Yosemite Valley and gawk at iconic attractions like Half Dome and El Capitan. Hit the Mist Trail, the park’s most popular day hike. Make reservations ahead of time to spend the night in the comfort of The Ahwahnee hotel or in the mountain air at the park’s Tuolumne Meadows Campground, which is only open in the summer. On the second day, plan a hike to Tuolumne Meadows or head to the more remote, less-visited Hetch Hetchy region, where worthwhile hikes include the Wapama Falls Trail.


Day 6


DRIVING FROM YOSEMITE TO LAS VEGAS


355 mi / 575 km / 5.75 hrs


You have a long drive ahead of you, so fuel up with a stop at the Whoa Nellie Deli just east of the park’s Tioga Pass entrance or at the Silver Lake Resort Café on the June Lake Loop.


For most of the year, the best route is via Tioga Pass (if you’re traveling in winter or spring, check to make sure that it’s open before heading out). It’s most direct to drive through Nevada. Follow CA-120 East to US-6 in Benton. Take US-6 East to Coaldale, where it shares the road with US-95 South to Tonopah, which makes a good stopover. It’s then a 210-mile (340-km) straight shot on US-95 South to Vegas. In total, the 355-mile (575-km) drive to Las Vegas takes 5.75 hours.




Best Views


San Francisco


[image: image] El Techo de Lolinda: Located just above bustling Mission Street, this rooftop bar offers skyline views along with delicious cocktails and food.


[image: image] Twin Peaks: San Francisco’s second-highest point offers fine views of the city’s rows of residences, skyscrapers, and surrounding bay.


Yosemite


[image: image] Glacier Point: At 7,214 feet (2,199 m) high, Glacier Point has one of the best overall views of Yosemite Valley, including Half Dome and Yosemite Falls.


[image: image] Olmsted Point: Off Tioga Road, this easy-to-access viewpoint showcases lesser-known features in the park, including Tenaya Canyon and Clouds Rest.


Las Vegas


[image: image] High Roller: The world’s highest observation wheel allows riders to see the candy-colored lights of the Strip from above.


[image: image] The Strat SkyPod: The thrill rides on the observation deck are hair-raising, and the Top of the World restaurant on the 106th floor gives revolving 360-degree views.


Grand Canyon


[image: image] Mather Point: Near the park entrance, the most-visited viewpoint in the Grand Canyon offers a classic panorama.


[image: image] Yavapai Geology Museum and Observation Station: Hanging off the South Rim, the station offers views and geological exhibits that put the canyon into context.


Los Angeles


[image: image] The Getty Center: On a clear day, the views from this state-of-the-art museum take in the entire Los Angeles skyline sprawling west to the Pacific.


[image: image] Upstairs: Feel like a star at this rooftop bar and deck located atop the hip downtown Ace Hotel.


Pacific Coast Highway


[image: image] McWay Falls: You can’t get to the cove where this waterfall crashes into the sea, but you can catch views from Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park or a nearby highway pullout.


[image: image] Nepenthe: Catch the sunset show over Big Sur’s coastline on this bar-restaurant’s expansive deck.
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the Grand Canyon from the South Rim
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Yosemite National Park
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San Francisco’s Ghirardelli Square





The California route is more scenic and only about 10 miles (16.1 km) longer, traversing Mammoth Lakes and Bishop. Take CA-120 East to US-395 South. East of Lone Pine, follow CA-136, which becomes CA-190 and winds through Death Valley. A left turn onto Scotty’s Castle Road and soon after a right onto Daylight Pass Road leads to the Nevada border and NV-374 just before Beatty, which makes a good place to stop. From Beatty, US-95 leads southeast to Las Vegas.


Day 7


LAS VEGAS


The glitz of the Las Vegas Strip makes it a surreal stopover between the natural wonders of Yosemite and the Grand Canyon. Stroll the Strip and explore the whole worlds inside casinos like Caesars Palace and the Bellagio. Watch the sun set from the 550-foot-tall (168-m) High Roller observation wheel and then get an upscale fried chicken dinner at Yardbird at The Venetian. Pick a hotel based on your taste and budget; The Linq and Aria are good bets. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Las Vegas.


Day 8


DRIVING FROM LAS VEGAS TO THE GRAND CANYON


280 mi / 450 km / 5 hrs


The 280-mile (450-km) drive to the Grand Canyon takes about five hours. Head south on I-11 to US-93, then stop over in Kingman, Arizona. Then take I-40 East to Williams (115 mi/185 km) and overnight at the Grand Canyon Railway Hotel.


Day 9


THE GRAND CANYON


Enjoy a break from your car by taking the Grand Canyon Railway from Williams to Grand Canyon National Park. Enjoy the views from the Rim Trail or descend into the canyon on the Bright Angel Trail. Get an appetizer or a drink at the historic El Tovar hotel before taking the train back to Williams. For dinner, indulge in a prime cut of meat from Rod’s Steak House.


Day 10


DRIVING FROM THE GRAND CANYON TO LOS ANGELES


500 mi / 805 km / 8 hrs


After a good night’s sleep, head out for Los Angeles. The roughly 500-mile (805-km) drive to Los Angeles takes 7-8 hours. Take I-40 West to Barstow. From Barstow, take I-15 South, then take I-10 West into the heart of L.A. Be prepared to slow down when you hit the L.A. traffic, which may extend your driving time exponentially.


Days 11-12


LOS ANGELES


After appreciating the natural wonder of the Grand Canyon, it’s time to appreciate the achievements of civilization in Los Angeles. On your first day, see the Space Shuttle Endeavour at the California Science Center or view the artistic masterpieces at The Getty Center. For a night in the heart of downtown, stay at the Ace Hotel and enjoy dinner at its downstairs restaurant, Best Girl, or head to nearby Koreatown and get some table-grilled Korean barbecue at Quarters.


On your second day, give your mind a rest and hit the beach. Choose the Santa Monica Pier for its beachside amusement park, Venice Beach for its lively boardwalk, or Malibu for its famous surf. For dinner, plan on fresh seafood at Neptune’s Net, then sleep by the sea at the Hotel Erwin in Venice Beach. Kids (and kids at heart) might prefer a full day and night at the Disneyland Resort. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Los Angeles.


Days 13-14


DRIVING FROM LOS ANGELES TO SAN FRANCISCO


500 mi / 805 km / 8 hrs


This scenic route runs almost 500 miles (805 km) and can easily take 8 hours to drive. While it’s possible to make the drive in one long day, this is one stretch that you won’t want to rush. Planning on two days allows you to take in some of the many fine attractions along the way. Alternate between US-101 North and CA-1 (which are sometimes the same road) depending upon where you want to stop and linger. For a quicker drive, take the inland route I-5, which is just around 380 miles (610 km) and takes about six hours—but you’ll miss the most scenic sections of the California coast.
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view of the Colorado River
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wild calla lilies in Big Sur
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Monterey Bay Aquarium






PACIFIC COAST HIGHWAY



The most difficult part of this journey along PCH is deciding which of its many fine attractions deserve a stop. On the first day, soak up surf culture in Ventura or experience fine living in Santa Barbara, known for its beaches—it’s been dubbed the American Riviera—and Spanish colonial revival architecture. San Luis Obispo is around the midway point and makes a good place to spend the night. On the second day, choose between Hearst Castle in San Simeon, the scenic coastal drive through Big Sur, Monterey—with its world-class aquarium—or bohemian surf town Santa Cruz on your way back to San Francisco. If you allow 3-4 days for this drive, you can see them all. Stay longer depending on where your interests lie. For specific suggestions on where to stop along the coast.


San Francisco, Yosemite, and Los Angeles


In just six days, you can experience California’s 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 have enough time for the state’s best coastal drive along Big Sur. If you have more time than that, it’s well worth adding another day to each of the main stops. Mileage and driving times are approximate.


Day 1


SAN FRANCISCO


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 a Mission burrito at a local taqueria, which may be just as tasty. You won’t have as many dining options once you make it to Yosemite. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in San Francisco.


Day 2


DRIVING FROM SAN FRANCISCO TO YOSEMITE


200 mi / 320 km / 5 hrs


With a head full of art and science and a belly full of gourmet food, head to Yosemite. 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


Spend a day touring around Yosemite Valley, seeing Half Dome, El Capitan, and Yosemite Falls. If you want to break a sweat, hike the Mist Trail. Spend a night under the stars at one of the park’s campgrounds or enjoy a night indoors at The Ahwahnee (just be sure to make reservations well in advance), or head out of the park to splurge at the Rush Creek Lodge, located 1.5 miles (2.4 km) from Yosemite’s Big Oak Flat entrance.




Best Hikes


San Francisco


[image: image] Lands End Trail: This trail in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area is rife with coastal views.


[image: image] Twin Peaks: The reward exceeds the work on this short hike up to the city’s second-highest point, with its 360-degree views.


Yosemite


[image: image] Columbia Rock Trail: This 2-mile (3.2-km) round-trip trail out of Yosemite Valley gets you to a precariously perched rock that takes in the park’s finest features.




[image: Image]


Nevada Fall in Yosemite





[image: image] Mist Trail: This classic hike passes through refreshing waterfall spray from Vernal and Nevada Falls.


[image: image] Wapama Falls Trail: Explore the isolated grandeur of Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy region on this 5-mile (8-km) round-trip hike.


Grand Canyon


[image: image] Rim Trail: An easy all-day trail showcases the grandeur of the Grand Canyon’s South Rim.


[image: image] Bright Angel Trail: Experience one of the country’s finest adventures on this trail that descends into the immensity of the Grand Canyon.


Los Angeles


[image: image] Hollyridge Trail: This strenuous hike within Griffith Park leads to a unique view of the city from behind one of its best-known landmarks: the Hollywood sign.


Pacific Coast Highway


[image: image] Bishop Peak: This 4-mile (6.4-km) round-trip hike on 1,546-foot (471-m) volcanic Bishop Peak offers superb views of the Pacific Coast far below.


[image: image] Ridge Trail and Panorama Trail Loop: Big Sur’s finest coastal trail is an 8-mile (12.9-km) loop that takes in bluffs, ridges, and a secluded beach.






Day 4



DRIVING FROM YOSEMITE TO LOS ANGELES


300 mi / 480 km / 6 hrs


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


Day 5


LOS ANGELES


You’ve been to the mountains; 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.


Days 6-7


DRIVING FROM LOS ANGELES TO SAN FRANCISCO


500 mi / 805 km / 8 hrs


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, 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.)


Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and the Grand Canyon


In just four days, you can experience two major U.S. cities and the West’s most famous natural attraction. But you’ll be doing a lot of driving. With a full seven days, you can add a day to each place to experience them more fully.


Day 1


LOS ANGELES


If you have just one day in Los Angeles, don’t try to do it all; you’ll end up spending most of your time on the freeway. Instead, focus in on the part of town that interests you the most. Movie fanatics should go to Hollywood to wander the Walk of Fame. Outdoors lovers should target one of the beach towns (Malibu, Santa Monica, or Venice Beach) to enjoy the sun and sand. Families will most likely want to head to the house of the mouse (better known as Disneyland). For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Los Angeles.


Day 2


DRIVING FROM LOS ANGELES TO LAS VEGAS


270 mi / 435 km / 5 hrs


Take I-10 East out of Los Angeles, and then use I-15 North for the majority of your drive.


LAS VEGAS


You’ve only got one night in Las Vegas, so spoil yourself. Stroll the Strip, popping into casinos like the Cosmopolitan, Bellagio, and Caesars Palace for food, drinks, a show, gambling—or all of the above. End your night with the High Roller, with its glittering views of the Strip. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Las Vegas.
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Universal Studios Hollywood
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the Conservatory of Flowers in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park
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on the Las Vegas Strip







Stretch Your Legs


Quick roadside pullovers recharge your batteries and fight road weariness. The California Road Trip loop is flush with worthwhile roadside attractions, from stunning waterfalls to an alien-themed convenience store.


San Francisco to Yosemite


The Knights Ferry Covered Bridge is the longest covered bridge west of the Mississippi.


Yosemite to Las Vegas


Ever wonder what it would be like to live upside down? Satisfy your curiosity at the Upside-Down House. Let your conspiracy theories run wild at the Area 51 Alien Travel Center. Last Stop Arizona also celebrates life on other planets.


Los Angeles to Grand Canyon


Let the Los Angeles freeways thin out while spending an hour at the quirky Watts Towers. Arizona’s Historic Route 66 Museum tells the story of the celebrated roadway.


Grand Canyon to Los Angeles


You’re not hallucinating: The giant golf ball teed up in the desert is called the Golf Ball House, and it’s home to an alien-themed museum.


Los Angeles to San Francisco


The kitschy Madonna Inn is the mother ship of roadside motels, while the appeal of McWay Falls, plunging 80 feet (24.4 m) down into the Pacific, is more sublime.





Day 3


DRIVING FROM LAS VEGAS TO THE GRAND CANYON


280 mi / 450 km / 5 hrs


This desert drive follows I-11 to US-93 South and then I-40 East to the Arizona town of Williams. From there, take AZ-64 North to the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.


THE GRAND CANYON


Walk along the park’s Rim Trail for outstanding, accessible views of the canyon. In Grand Canyon Village, stop into the Hopi House to see Native American art and the Lookout Studio, where you can use telescopes set up on the outdoor terrace to get better views of canyon features. Dip into the canyon on the Bright Angel Trail. Get a meal and spend the night at the El Tovar hotel, the national park’s most elegant lodging option.


Day 4


DRIVING FROM THE GRAND CANYON TO LOS ANGELES


500 mi / 805 km / 8 hrs


The eight-hour trek from the Grand Canyon to Los Angeles is a grueling desert drive. Take I-40 West to Barstow. From Barstow, take I-15 South, then take I-10 West into the heart of L.A. Be prepared to slow down when you hit the L.A. traffic.
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Highlights


S Cable Cars: Get a taste of free-spirited San Francisco—not to mention great views of Alcatraz and the bay—via open-air public transit (click here).


S Ferry Building: The 1898 Ferry Building has been reinvented as the foodie mecca of San Francisco. The thrice-weekly farmers market is not to be missed (click here).


[image: Image]


S San Francisco Museum of Modern Art: SFMOMA showcases some of modern art’s greatest hits and features the largest space dedicated to photographic art in the country (click here).


S Exploratorium: The exhibits at this innovative and interactive science museum are meant to be touched, heard, and felt (click here).


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


S Golden Gate Bridge: Stroll or bike across one of the most famous bridges in the world for unbeatable views (click here).


S de Young Museum: The de Young holds a vast mixed collection of artworks and offers 360-degree views from the museum’s tower (click here).





San Francisco perches restlessly on an uneven spit of land overlooking the bay on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other.


Visitors come for its beauty, culinary innovation, great art, world-class music, and laid-back club scene. Famed for its diversity, liberalism, and dense fog, the city somehow manages to both embody and defy the stereotypes heaped upon it.


Street-corner protests and leather stores are certainly part of the landscape, but farmers markets and friendly communities also abound. English blends with languages from around the world in an often joyful cacophony. Those who have chosen to live here often refuse to live anyplace else, despite the infamous cost of housing and the occasional violent earthquake. Don’t call it “San Fran” or, worse, “Frisco,” or you’ll be pegged as a tourist. To locals, this is The City, and that’s that.


Getting to San Francisco


From Los Angeles


The Coastal Route


The Pacific Coast Highway (CA-1) from Los Angeles to San Francisco is one of the country’s iconic drives. This coastal route has a lot to see and do, but it’s not the fastest route between the two cities. It runs almost 500 miles (805 km) and can easily take eight hours or longer, depending on traffic. It’s worth the extra time to experience the gorgeous coastal scenery, which includes Santa Barbara, Big Sur, and Monterey. The highway is long, narrow, and winding; in winter rockslides and mudslides may close the road entirely. Always check Caltrans (www.dot.ca.gov) for highway traffic conditions before starting your journey.


From Los Angeles, take US-101 North (past Oxnard, US-101 also follows CA-1). At Gaviota, US-101 turns inland toward Buellton and Santa Maria before rejoining CA-1 again at Pismo Beach. At San Luis Obispo, US-101 and CA-1 split again: CA-1 continues west along the Big Sur coast; US-101 moves inland through Paso Robles up toward Salinas, Gilroy, and San Jose. Note that US-101 is a more direct route to San Francisco. CA-1, while scenic, is longer and often clogged with traffic in Santa Cruz, where it meets CA-17.


Stopping in San Luis Obispo


It’s easier to enjoy the drive by dividing it up over two days and spending a night somewhere along the coast. Right off both CA-1 and US-101, the city of San Luis Obispo is close to halfway between the two cities, which makes it an ideal place to stop. It takes three hours to make the 200-mile (320-km) drive from Los Angeles if traffic isn’t bad. The additional 230 miles (370 km) to San Francisco takes four hours or more. An affordable motel right off the highway is the Peach Tree Inn (2001 Monterey St., 800/227-6396, http://peachtreeinn.com, $89-299). For a wilder experience, stay at the popular tourist attraction Madonna Inn (10 Madonna Rd., 805/543-3000, www.madonnainn.com, $209-489), which offers the Gold Rush Steak House for dinner and the Copper Café & Pastry Shop for breakfast. Novo (726 Higuera St., 805/543-3986, www.novorestaurant.com, 11am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., $18-37) has a truly international menu and outdoor dining on decks overlooking San Luis Obispo Creek. For something fast, the Firestone Grill (1001 Higuera St., 805/783-1001, www.firestonegrill.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-11pm Thurs.-Sat., $5-22) is known for its tasty tri-tip sandwich. For complete information on San Luis Obispo, see click here.




Best Restaurants


S Yank Sing: Sample dim sum from wheeled carts full of dumplings, pot stickers, spring rolls, and more (click here).


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


S Michael Mina: A celebrity chef dishes out signature dishes at his Michelin-starred namesake restaurant (click here).


S Tadich Grill: Open since 1849, the city’s oldest restaurant still serves an extensive menu of sensational seafood (click here).


S The Cavalier: Feast on upscale British pub food. The golden-fried lamb riblets alone are worth the trip (click here).


S Tony’s Pizza Napoletana: This North Beach pizzeria employs seven different ovens to cook pies by World Pizza Champion award winner Tony Gemignani (click here).


S Swan Oyster Depot: Locals and visitors line up daily for a seafood lunch at this tiny restaurant (click here).


S Lolinda: Craving a big piece of perfectly cooked beef? Try this stylish Argentinean steak house in the foodie Mission District (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).





The Interior Route


A faster but much less interesting driving route is I-5 from Los Angeles to San Francisco. It takes about six hours if the traffic is cooperating. On holiday weekends, the drive time can increase to 10 hours. From Los Angeles, most freeways lead or merge onto I-5 North and ascend to higher elevations before crossing the Tejon Pass over the Tehachapi Mountains. This section of the highway, nicknamed the Grapevine, can close in winter due to snow and ice (and sometimes in summer due to wildfires). November-March, tule fog (thick, ground-level fog) can also seriously impede driving conditions and reduce visibility to a crawl. After the Grapevine, the highway narrows to two lanes and is mostly straight and flat, not particularly scenic, and filled with trucks and highway patrol cars that can slow traffic considerably. Stay on I-5 for the first 310 miles (500 km), before diverting onto I-580 West (toward Tracy and San Francisco) for 62 miles (100 km). At that point, connect to I-80 West. Follow signs for San Francisco for the next 45-50 miles (72-81 km) to cross the Bay Bridge (toll $6) into the city. Always check Caltrans (www.dot.ca.gov) for highway traffic conditions before starting your journey.


From Yosemite


The drive from Yosemite to San Francisco involves lots of time on small highways that frequently pass orchards, farms, and sprawling valley towns. The drive of roughly 200 miles (320 km) can take four hours if traffic is on your side, but plan on five hours. The trip may require navigating heavy traffic in and out of Yosemite National Park (especially on weekends), the annual closure of Tioga Pass (CA-120), curvy mountain roads, and traffic in the Central Valley and greater Bay Area.




Best Hotels


S Golden Gate Hotel: This bed-and-breakfast-like hotel has nice, moderately priced rooms near Union Square (click here).


S Phoenix Hotel: The Phoenix is popular with touring rock bands, but you don’t have to be a rock star to enjoy this casual hotel’s expansive pool deck (click here).


S Hotel G: This hotel comes on like an unassuming cool kid that impresses with understated style (click here).


S Hotel VIA: Modern and minimalist, this hotel has sleek rooms and a rooftop bar and lounge open only to overnight guests (click here).


S Hotel Zetta: This SoMa spot embraces the region’s tech-savvy side; each room comes equipped with a gaggle of gadgets (click here).


S Harbor Court Hotel: You can’t beat this location—a block from the Ferry Building, with views of the bay (click here).


S Marina Motel: Built in the 1930s but offering modern amenities, this moderately priced motel in the Marina District also has something most accommodations in the city don’t: individual parking garages for guests (click here).


S The Metro Hotel: This family-owned hotel on bustling Divisadero Street near Haight-Ashbury is a gem, with a cool location, some of the better rates in the city, and comfy rooms (click here).





Summer Route


In summer, Yosemite’s park roads and the surrounding freeways are open but are also heavily trafficked. From Yosemite, exit the park via the Big Oak Flat Entrance and drive 90 miles (145 km) west on CA-120 West toward Manteca. (Stay on CA-120 West when it merges with CA-49 and CA-108.) Near Manteca, CA-120 merges onto I-5. Take I-5 South for about 2 miles (3.2 km), then take I-205 West for 14 miles (22.5 km) to I-580 West. In about 45 miles (72 km), I-580 merges with I-80 West onto the Bay Bridge (toll $5-7) and into San Francisco.


Winter Route


If traveling from Yosemite September-May, your surest access is CA-140 and the Arch Rock Entrance. From this entrance, follow CA-140 West for 80 miles (129 km) to Merced. In Merced, merge onto CA-99 North and drive 60 miles (97 km) toward Manteca. At Manteca, merge onto CA-120 West and continue the summer route to I-5, I-205, I-580, and I-80 into San Francisco.


Many Yosemite park roads are closed in winter. Tioga Pass and CA-120—the east-west access through the park—are closed from the end of September until May or June. In addition, CA-120 west and north through the park and to San Francisco can also be closed due to snow. Chains can be required on park roads at any time.




Two Days in San Francisco


TOP EXPERIENCE


Day 1


Start your day at the Ferry Building. Graze from the many vendors, including Blue Bottle Café and Acme Bread Company, then walk the handful of blocks to Yank Sing for a dim sum lunch. Catch the Muni F line (Steuart St. and Market St., $3) 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.


After you escape from Alcatraz, take the N Judah line ($3) 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 Garden and get a snack at the Tea House.
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Japanese Tea Garden in Golden Gate Park





Catch a cab or ride share to the Financial District for dinner at San Francisco’s oldest restaurant, Tadich Grill, still serving great seafood. Then catch some live music at one of the city’s great venues.


Day 2


Fortify yourself for a day of sightseeing with a hearty breakfast at Brenda’s French Soul Food. Although by this point you’ll likely have caught glimpses of the Golden Gate Bridge, hop in a taxi or ride share to engage more closely with it this morning. For an active experience, head straight to the southern end of the bridge and walk across the famous span, or embark on the scenic Lands End Trail along the city’s coastline, where you’ll catch great views of the bridge. If it’s just views sans walking you’re after, head to Crissy Field in The Presidio or to Baker Beach.


Venture back toward downtown to wander the streets of Chinatown and adjacent North Beach. Have lunch at Tony’s Pizza Napoletana, which has seven pizza ovens. 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 door.


At night, head to the bustling Mission neighborhood, stopping first for a drink at the rooftop bar El Techo de Lolinda or Trick Dog. Then enjoy dinner at Lolinda or Tartine Manufactory.





From Big Sur


En route to San Francisco from the south, many visitors divert from US-101 to CA-1 to enjoy the narrow, twisting, two-lane, cliff-carved track to Big Sur. The drive is breathtaking both because of its beauty and because of its dangers. The 170-mile (275-km) drive can be as little as 3-4 hours long, continuing on CA-1 from Big Sur through Monterey and Santa Cruz and up to San Francisco. Compared to US-101, CA-1 adds a few miles to your trip along with another 20 to 30 minutes of driving.


If it’s a busy summer weekend, consider heading inland to US-101 north of Big Sur to avoid traffic delays. This is also a good idea during October, when traffic backs up on CA-1 around Half Moon Bay due to its Art & Pumpkin Festival. Head out of the Big Sur Valley for 49 miles (79 km) on CA-1 North, then exit onto CA-156 East, which connects with US-101 North 6.5 miles (10.5 km) later. Continue for 97 miles (156 km) through San Jose and up into San Francisco.


Air, Train, or Bus


It’s easy to fly into the San Francisco Bay Area. There are three major airports. Among them, you should be able to find a flight that fits your schedule. San Francisco International Airport (SFO, www.flysfo.com) is 13 miles (21 km) south. Oakland Airport (OAK, www.oaklandairport.com) is 11 miles (17.5 km) east of the city but requires crossing the bay, via either the Bay Bridge or public transit. San José International Airport (SJC, www.flysanjose.com) is the farthest away, roughly 47 miles (76 km) to the south. These last two airports are less than an hour away by car, with car rentals available. Some San Francisco hotels offer complimentary airport shuttles as well.


Several public and private transportation options can get you into San Francisco. Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART, www.bart.gov, $2-15) connects directly with SFO’s international terminal; an airport shuttle connects Oakland airport to the nearest station. Caltrain (www.caltrain.com, tickets $3.75-15) is a good option from San Jose; an airport shuttle connects to the train station. Millbrae Station is where the BART and Caltrain systems connect; it’s designed to transfer from one line to the other.


Amtrak (800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com) does not run directly into San Francisco, but you can ride to the San Jose, Oakland, or Emeryville stations, then take a connecting bus to San Francisco. Greyhound (425 Mission St., 415/495-1569, www.greyhound.com, 5:15am-10:30pm daily) offers bus service to San Francisco from all over the country.



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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Today you can ride the cable cars from one tourist destination to another for $8 per ride. A full day “passport” ticket ($24, 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 Thurs., 8am-6pm Fri.-Wed., 8am-4pm holidays) 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 Area and farther afield.


The 1.5-hour Grace Cathedral Grand Tour (415/749-6316, www.gracecathedral.org, $25) includes a walk up 94 steps to the top of the cathedral’s South Tower. Download the GraceGuide app for information about the structure’s architecture, history, and art.



S Ferry Building



Restored to its former glory, the 1898 San Francisco Ferry Building (1 Ferry Bldg., 415/983-8030, www.ferrybuildingmarketplace.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-6pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., check with businesses for individual hours) stands at the edge of the bay, its 230-foot-tall (70.1-m) clock tower serving as a beacon to both land and water traffic. Photos and interpretive plaques just inside the main lobby describe its history. Free walking tours (www.sfcityguides.org) of the building are offered one day a week.





[image: Image]



the Ferry Building
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San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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an iconic San Franciso cable car





Inside, it’s all about the food. Permanent shops provide top-tier artisanal food and drink, with local favorites like Cowgirl Creamery, Blue Bottle Café, Hog Island Oyster Company, and Acme Bread Company, while a few quick-and-easy restaurants offer reasonable meals. The famous Ferry Plaza Farmers Market (415/291-3276, www.cuesa.org/markets, 10am-2pm Tues. and Thurs., 8am-2pm Sat.) draws crowds shopping for produce out front.


On the water side of the Ferry Building, boats come and go from Sausalito, Tiburon, Larkspur, Vallejo, and Alameda each day. Check with San Francisco Bay Ferry (707/643-3779, http://sanfranciscobayferry.com) for information about service, times, and fares.



S San Francisco Museum of Modern Art



After a massive three-year renovation, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA, 151 3rd St., 415/357-4000, www.sfmoma.org, 10am-5pm Fri.-Tues., 10am-9pm Thurs., $25 adults, $22 seniors, $19 youth 19-24, children under 18 free) reopened in 2016 with three times as much gallery space. Modern classics on display include major works by Roy Lichtenstein, Georgia O’Keeffe, Jackson Pollock, and Andy Warhol. The third-floor Pritzker Center for Photography is the largest space dedicated to photographic art in the country. Enjoy views of the building’s stunning design by walking across the fifth floor’s Oculus Bridge, or get a breath of fresh air on the third-floor sculpture terrace.


Contemporary Jewish Museum


The local favorite Contemporary Jewish Museum (736 Mission St., 415/655-7800, www.thecjm.org, 11am-5pm Thurs.-Tues., $14 adults, $12 seniors and students, children 18 and under free) curates superb temporary exhibits on pop culture. Past subjects have included filmmaker Stanley Kubrick, Bay Area music promoter Bill Graham, businessman Levi Strauss, and singer Amy Winehouse. The museum’s sleek building is part historic power station and part blue steel structure that spells out the Hebrew word chai, meaning life.


Chinatown


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, Chinese people 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.
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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.


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 Ginsberg. You can learn about that vibrant period at The Beat Museum (540 Broadway Ave., 800/537-6822, www.kerouac.com, 10am-7pm daily, $8 adults, $5 students and seniors).
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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 Apr.-Oct., 10am-5pm daily Nov.-Mar., free) has beautified the city just as Coit intended. Inside the art deco tower, the walls are covered in the restored frescos painted in 1934 depicting city and California life during the Great Depression. For a fee ($9 adults, $6 seniors and youth, $3 children 5-11, 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. To avoid traffic jams, drive the road in the early morning or at night during the summer.



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 Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-5pm and 6pm-10pm Thurs., $30 adults, $25 seniors and youth 13-17, $20 children 4-12, children under 3 free) houses 150 playful exhibits on physics, motion, perception, and the senses that utilize its stunning location. Call to make a reservation ($8-15) 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. Exploratorium “After Dark” targets adults 18 and over (6pm-10pm Thurs., $20) with changing themes and alcoholic drinks for sale. The Exploratorium’s location between the Ferry Building and Fisherman’s Wharf makes a crowd-free trip impossible, especially on the weekends.



S Alcatraz



Going to Alcatraz (415/561-4900, www.nps.gov/alca), 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.


Alcatraz is also significant as the site of protests that sparked the Native American civil rights movement. After a first attempt in 1964, in 1969 an intertribal group self-identified as the Indians of All Tribes occupied Alcatraz for 19 months in a rallying cry for Native American land rights. The reclamation efforts led to federal policy shifts allowing greater self-determination for North America’s original inhabitants and laid the foundation for modern Indigenous activism such as the Standing Rock protests. Evidence of the occupation remains at Alcatraz and is explored as part of the island’s compelling history.


Visit the island on tours offered by Alcatraz Cruises (Pier 33, 415/981-7625, www.alcatrazcruises.com), departing from Pier 33. Options include the Day Tour (daily, $40 adults and youth 12-17, $38 seniors, $25 children 5-11), Night Tour (Tues.-Sat., $47 adults and youth 12-17, $44 seniors, $28 children 5-11), Behind the Scenes Tour (Tues.-Sat., $92 adults, $88 youth 12-17, $86 seniors), and the Alcatraz and Angel Island Tour (days vary, $79 adults and youth 12-17, $77 seniors, $53 children 5-11). Tours typically sell out, especially on weekends, so reserve tickets at least two weeks in advance.


Fisherman’s Wharf


Welcome to Fisherman’s Wharf (Beach St. from Powell St. to Van Ness Ave., backs onto Bay St.,415/674-7503, http://fishermanswharf.org), 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 where visitors come and snap photos. Reachable by the Muni F line and the Hyde-Powell cable car, the Wharf sprawls along the waterfront and inland several blocks.


Be prepared to push through a sea of humanity to buy souvenirs, eat seafood, and enjoy fun pieces of San Francisco’s heritage, like the Musée Mécanique (Pier 45, Fishermen’s Wharf, 415/346-2000, www.museemechaniquesf.com [URL inactive], 10am-8pm daily, free), a strange collection of over 300 working coin-operated machines from the 1800s to today. Machines include a 3-D picture show of San Francisco after the catastrophic 1906 earthquake and fire, along with more modern favorites like Ms. Pac-Man.


Ghirardelli Square


Ghirardelli Square (900 North Point St., www.ghirardellisq.com, 11am-9pm daily), 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.ghirardellisq.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.
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Lombard Street
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the entrance to Ghirardelli Square
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the Palace of Fine Arts





San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park


The real gem of the Wharf is the San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park (415/561-7000, www.nps.gov/safr), 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 $15, you can climb aboard the historic ships at the permanent dock across the street at the Hyde Street Pier (9:30am-5pm daily). 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 wheeler 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 [URL inactive], 9am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-8pm Fri.-Sat., $20 adults, $12 seniors, $10 children 6-12, children under 6 free) or the expansiveness of the Liberty ship SS Jeremiah O’Brien (415/544-0100, www.ssjeremiahobrien.org, 9am-4pm daily, $20 adults, $12 seniors, $10 children 5-12, children under 4 free).


The 1939 art deco Aquatic Bathhouse Building (900 Beach St., 415/561-7100, www.nps.gov/safr, 10am-4pm daily, $5 adults, children free), built in 1939, houses the Maritime Museum, where you can see 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.
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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 (415/563-6504, www.palaceoffinearts.org), which hosts events nearly every day, from beauty pageants to conferences to children’s musical theater performances.



The Presidio



It seems strange to think of progressive, peace-loving San Francisco as a town with a long military history, yet it is nowhere more evident than at The Presidio (Montgomery St. and Lincoln Blvd., 415/561-4323, www.nps.gov/prsf, visitors center 10am-5pm daily, trails dawn-dusk daily, free). This sweeping stretch of land running along the San Francisco Headlands down to the Golden Gate Bridge has been a military installation since 1776, when the Spanish created their El Presidio del San Francisco fort on the site. In 1846, the U.S. Army took over the site (peacefully), and in 1848 the Presidio military installation formally opened. The Presidio had a role in every Pacific-related war from the Civil War through Desert Storm. It was abandoned by the military and became a national park in 1994.


To orient yourself among the more than 800 buildings that make up the Presidio, start at the William Penn Mott Jr. Presidio Visitor Center (Bldg. 210, Lincoln Blvd., 415/561-4323, 10am-5pm daily), where exhibits include a model of the grounds. You can also explore the pioneering aviation area Crissy Field (www.parksconservancy.org), Civil War-era fortifications at Fort Point National Historic Site (end of Marine Dr., 415/504-2334, www.nps.gov/fopo, 10am-5pm Thurs.-Mon. summer, 10am-5pm Fri.-Sun. winter), and the Walt Disney Family Museum (104 Montgomery St., 415/345-6800, www.waltdisney.org, 10am-6pm Wed.-Mon., $25 adults, $20 seniors and students, $15 children 6-17), founded by Disney’s daughter to examine the animator’s life and work. Other highlights include art installations by Andy Goldsworthy, who works with natural materials. The most renowned is Spire, a sculpture that rises 90 feet (27.4 m) into the air, utilizing 35 cypress tree trunks.



S Golden Gate Bridge



People come from the world over to gaze at the Golden Gate Bridge (US-101/CA-1 at Lincoln Blvd., 415/921-5858, www.goldengatebridge.org, southbound cars $8.35, pedestrians and bicyclists 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. Walking or biking the 1.7-mile (2.7-km) bridge is a popular way to experience it. On a clear day, the whole bay, Marin Headlands, and city skyline are visible. Pedestrians and wheelchair users are allowed on the east sidewalk (5am-8pm daily early Mar.-early Nov., 5am-6:30pm daily early Nov.-early Mar.). You can do it yourself or join the nonprofit City Guides (415/557-4266, www.sfcityguides.org), which leads bridge walks twice a week (check the website for days and times). Cyclists are allowed on both sidewalks (check the website for the schedule). Blazing Saddles (www.blazingsaddles.com) has various locations around town and offers bike rentals and guided tours, including options that cross the bridge. Given how stunning the scenery is, stay aware of your surroundings as not everyone is always keeping their eyes on where they’re going. Vista Point, on the bridge’s northern end, is a great perch for photos.
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brick buildings of the Presidio
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Golden Gate Bridge in the fog
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de Young Museum
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Giant coast redwoods are located not far outside San Francisco’s city limits. Some of the finest examples of these towering trees can be found at Muir Woods National Monument (1 Muir Woods Rd., 415/561-2850, www.nps.gov/muwo, 8am-sunset daily, admission $15 ages 16 and over, free under 16). More than 6 miles (9.7 km) of trails wind through the lush forest and cross verdant creeks. Note that given the large number of visitors and limited parking, Muir Woods has implemented a mandatory parking and shuttle reservation system. Reservations can be made up to 90 days in advance online or by phone (http://gomuirwoods.com, 800/410-2419). If you’re arriving by foot, bicycle, or tour bus, reservations aren’t necessary. Parking reservations start at $8.50 for a standard vehicle and go up to $45 for large vehicles, and shuttle reservations are $3.25 per person (free under 16).


Begin your exploration at the Muir Woods Visitors Center (1 Muir Woods Rd., 415/561-2580, from 8am daily, closing time varies). In addition to maps, information, and advice about hiking, you’ll also find a few amenities. First-time visitors should follow the wheelchair- and stroller-accessible Main Trail Loop (1 mi/1.6 km), an easy and flat walk with an accompanying interpretive brochure that identifies and describes the flora and fauna. Serious hikers can continue the loop on the Hillside Trail for an elevated view of the valley.


After your hike, fill up on a hearty lunch of British comfort food at The Pelican Inn (10 Pacific Way, Muir Beach, 415/383-6000, www.pelicaninn.com, 11:30am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-9pm Sat.-Sun., $15-30). Dark wood and a long trestle table give a proper Old English feel to the dimly lit dining room. It’s just a short drive from the restaurant to lovely Muir Beach (www.nps.gov/goga, sunrise-sunset daily), perfect for wildlife-watching and beachcombing.


End the day with oysters and drinks at the Farley Bar at Cavallo Point Lodge (601 Murray Circle, Fort Baker, Sausalito, 415/339-4751, www.cavallopoint.com [URL inactive], 11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $12-56). Snag a blanket and a seat on the porch to watch the fog roll in over the Golden Gate Bridge.


Getting There


Take US-101 North out of the city and over the Golden Gate Bridge. Once on the north side of the bay, take the Stinson Beach/CA-1 exit. On CA-1, also named the Shoreline Highway, follow the road under the freeway and proceed until the road splits at a T junction at the light. Turn left, continuing on Shoreline Highway for 2.5 miles (4 km). At the intersection with Panoramic Highway, make a sharp right turn and continue climbing uphill. At the junction of Panoramic Highway and Muir Woods Road, turn left and follow the twisting road 1.5 miles (2.4 km) down to the Muir Woods parking lots on the right.





A vehicle toll (www.bayareafastrak.org) is charged by license plate recognition if you’re crossing the bridge into San Francisco by car.


If you’re looking for great views or photo ops of the Golden Gate Bridge in the city, head to Baker Beach, Crissy Field, or Lands End.


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.
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City Hall



Look at San Francisco’s City Hall (1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Pl., 415/554-4000, 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. Inside you’ll find a combination of historical grandeur and modern accessibility and convenience as you tour the Arthur Brown Jr.-designed edifice. Docents offer guided hour-long tours (415/554-6139, 10am, noon, and 2pm Mon.-Fri., tour fee may be applicable). You can also just enjoy walking through the parklike square in front of City Hall. Do note that some of the city’s unhoused population also often gathers around the park.


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., $15 adults, $10 seniors, students, and children 13-17, children 12 and under 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., 415/218-0259, http://sfrecpark.org, 5am-midnight daily), 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 adjacent Alamo Square Park, the ladies provide a picturesque foreground for views of the Civic Center and downtown.


Mission and Castro


Much of the rich culture of the Mission District stems from its Latin American heritage—an influx of Mexicans began arriving in the neighborhood in the 1940s and Central and South Americans in the 1980s—and with its mix of immigrants, working artists, tech economy workers, and hipsters, it bursts at the seams with idiosyncratic energy. Changing from block to block, the zone manages to be blue-collar, edgy, and gentrified all at once. In addition to delicious burritos served out of humble taquerias around every corner, you’ll find destination restaurants in a city famous for food. Also in the neighborhood is the oldest intact building in the city, Mission Dolores (3321 16th St.), which was founded in 1776; it survived the 1906 earthquake and fire and 1989 Loma Prieta quake. Adjacent to the Mission is the Castro, the heart of gay San Francisco, with lively nightlife, festivals, and LGBTQ community activism. In the heart of the neighborhood is the Castro Theatre, a beautiful movie palace from the 1920s.


Mission Murals


The Mission is known for its murals—many in the tradition of Mexican muralism and supported by the community-based non-profit Precita Eyes Mural Arts and Visitors Center (2981 24th St., 415/285-2287, www.precitaeyes.org, call for hours), which offers both public ($20) and private (from $60 per group) tours lasting 1-2.25 hours. You can also embark on your own walking tour; you’ll spot murals around nearly every corner in the neighborhood, but some of the most notable works can found in Clarion Alley (between Mission St. and Valencia St.) and Balmy Alley (between 24th St. and 25th St.), as well as on the exteriors of the Women’s Building (3543 18th St.), Calle 24 Latino Cultural District office (3250 24th St.), and House of Brakes (3195 24th St.)


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.


Golden Gate Park


Dominating the western half of San Francisco, Golden Gate Park (main entrance on Stanyan St. at Fell St., McLaren Lodge Visitors Center at John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2700, http://goldengatepark.com or http://sfrecpark.org, 5am-midnight daily) is one of the city’s most enduring treasures. Its 1,000-plus acres (405 ha)—it’s larger than New York’s Central Park—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.



S de Young Museum



The de Young Museum (50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr., 415/750-3600, http://deyoung.famsf.org, 9:30am-5:15pm daily, $15 adults, $12 seniors, $6 students, children 17 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.


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 spectacular 360-degree views of the city and the bay. Entrance to the museum’s tower, as well as its lily pond and art garden, is free.


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., $40 adults, $35 seniors, students, and children 12-17, $30 children 4-11) 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 (26.5-m) 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, $15), 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, www.japaneseteagardensf.com, 9am-5:45pm daily summer, 9am-4:45pm daily winter, $10-12 adults, $7 seniors and children 12-17, $3 children 5-11, children under 5 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.sfbg.org, opens 7:30am, closing times vary seasonally, $10-12 adults, $7 seniors and children 12-17, $3 children 5-11, children under 3 free). The 55-acre gardens (22-ha) are home to more than 8,000 species of plants from around the world and include 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., $9-11 adults, $6 students, children 12-17 and seniors, $3 children 5-11, children under 4 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 8-foot (2.4-m) 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.


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., $15 adults, $12 seniors, $6 students, children 17 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.
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the Legion of Honor





Entertainment


San Francisco isn’t a see-and-be-seen kind of town. You’ll find gay clubs, vintage dance clubs, Goth clubs, and the occasional underground burner rave, mixed in with neighborhood watering holes.


Several bus services can ferry your party from club to club. Many of these offer VIP entrance to clubs and will stop wherever you want to go. Think Escape (800/823-7249, www.thinkescape.com) has buses and limos with drivers and guides to get you to the hottest spots with ease.


Nightlife


Union Square and Nob Hill


These ritzy areas are better known for their shopping than their nightlife, but a few bars hang in there, plying weary shoppers with good drinks. Most tend toward the upscale. Some inhabit upper floors of the major hotels, like the Tonga Room & Hurricane Bar (950 Mason St., 415/772-5278, www.tongaroom.com, 5pm-11:30pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sun., 5pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat.), where an over-the-top tiki theme adds a whimsical touch to the stately Fairmont Hotel on Nob Hill. Enjoy the tropical atmosphere with a fruity rum drink topped with a classic paper umbrella. Be prepared for the bar’s virtual tropical storms that roll in every once in a while.


Part live music venue, part elegant bar, Top of the Mark (Inter Continental Mark Hopkins, 999 California St., 415/392-3434, www.intercontinentalmarkhopkins.com, 2:30pm-11:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 2:30pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat.) has something for every discerning taste in nighttime entertainment. Since World War II, the views at the top of the InterContinental Mark Hopkins Hotel have drawn visitors to see the city lights. The dress code is business casual or better and is enforced, so leave the jeans in your room. Have a top-shelf martini, and let your toes tap along.


South of the Union Square area in the Tenderloin neighborhood resides a gem: The Royale (800 Post St., 415/441-4099, www.theroyalesf.com, 4pm-midnight Sun.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs.-Sat.) isn’t a typical watering hole by any city’s standards, but its intense focus on art fits perfectly with the endlessly eclectic ethos of San Francisco. It hosts free live music every night.


Financial District and SoMa


All those high-powered business suit-clad executive types working in the Financial District need places to drink too. One of these is the Royal Exchange (301 Sacramento St., 415/956-1710, http://royalexchange.com, 11am-11pm Mon.-Fri.). This classic pub-style bar has a green-painted exterior, big windows overlooking the street, and a long, narrow barroom. The Royal Exchange serves a full lunch and dinner menu, a small wine list, and a full complement of top-shelf spirits. But most of all, the Exchange serves beer. With 73 taps pouring out 32 different types of beer, the only problem will be choosing one. This watering hole is open to the public only on weekdays; on weekends, it hosts private parties.


In SoMa (South of Market), upscale wine bars have become an evening institution. Among the trendiest you’ll find is District (216 Townsend St., 415/896-2120, www.districtsf.com, 4pm-close Mon.-Fri., 5pm-close Sat., 11am-2:30pm Sun.). A perfect example of its kind, District features bare brick walls, simple wooden furniture, and a big U-shaped bar at the center of the room with wine glasses hanging above it. While you can get a cocktail or even a beer, the point of coming to District is to sip the finest wines from California, Europe, and beyond. With more than 40 wines available by the glass each night, it’s easy to find a favorite, or enjoy a flight of three similar wines to compare. While you can’t quite get a full dinner at District, you will find a lovely lounge menu filled with small portions of delicacies to enhance your tasting experience (and perhaps soak up some of the alcohol).


Secret passwords, a hidden library, and an art deco vibe make Bourbon & Branch (501 Jones St., 415/346-1735, www.bourbonandbranch.com, 6pm-2am daily, 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. A business-class elite sips rare bourbon and scotch in dark secluded booths, while those without reservations step into the hidden library.


The Rickhouse (246 Kearney St., 415/398-2827, www.rickhousebar.com, 5pm-2am Mon., 3pm-2am Tues.-Fri., 6pm-2am Sat.) feels like a country shack plopped down in the midst of the Financial District. The artisanal cocktail bar draws in the city’s plentiful hipsters. It’s dimly lit, the walls and floors are wood, and stacks of barrels and old bottles line the mantle. There’s also live music on Saturday and Monday nights.


Anchor Steam beer was first brewed in San Francisco back in 1896. Anchor Public Taps (495 De Haro St., 415/863-8350, www.anchorbrewing.com, noon-9pm Mon.-Wed., noon-10pm Thurs.-Sat., noon-8pm Sun.) is where you can sip that classic brew, as well as the unique beers of The Portero Project, which are brewed specifically for the public taps. The indoor beer garden hosts beer education events, game nights, and food trucks.


It’s dark, it’s dank, and it’s very Goth. The Cat Club (1190 Folsom St., 415/703-8965, www.sfcatclub.com, 9pm-3am Tues.-Sun., cover charge) gets pretty energetic on 1980s dance nights, and it’s still a great place to go for their Wednesday Bondage-A-Go-Go nights. Each of the two rooms has its own DJ, which somehow works perfectly even though they’re only a wall apart from each other. Check the website to find the right party night for you, and expect the crowd to heat up after 11pm.


Monarch (101 6th St., 415/284-9774, www.monarchsf.com [URL inactive], 5:30pm-2am Tues. and Thurs., 5:30pm-midnight Wed., 5:30pm-2:30am Fri., 9pm-2:30am Sat., 9am-2am Sun.) aims to be a one-stop after-dark venue. Upstairs is a Victorian-inspired cocktail lounge, while the downstairs club hosts international and local DJs. You might also catch offbeat performers like acrobats twirling from the ceilings.


AsiaSF (201 9th St., 415/255-2742, www.asiasf.com [URL inactive], 7:15pm-11pm Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., 7:15pm-2am Fri., 5pm-2am Sat., cover charge) is famous for its transgender performers and servers, “The Ladies of AsiaSF.” Weekend reservations for dinner and a show include free admission to the dance floor downstairs.


North Beach


Jack Kerouac loved Vesuvio (255 Columbus Ave., 415/362-3370, www.vesuvio.com, 8am-2am daily), which is why it’s probably North Beach’s most famous saloon. This cozy, bilevel hideout is an easy place to spend the afternoon with a pint of Anchor Steam. Its eclectic decor includes tables decorated with tarot cards.


To find 15 Romolo (15 Romolo Pl., 415/398-1359, www.15romolo.com [URL inactive], 5pm-2am daily), you’ll have to hike up a steep little alley (Fresno St. crosses Romolo Pl., which can be hard to find). You’ll love the creative cocktails, edgy jukebox music, and often mellow crowd. The bar is smallish and can get crowded on the weekend, so come on a weeknight if you prefer a quiet drink.
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TOP EXPERIENCE


For oenophiles, no trip to California is complete without an excursion to the state’s renowned wine country. Though the main draw is sampling wines at their source, Napa offers multiple ways to spoil yourself, including spas, fine hotels, revered restaurants, and understated natural beauty. It’s less than 100 miles (161 km) north of San Francisco, about an hour’s drive if traffic is light.


The city of Napa is located on the southern end of Napa Valley, with a scenic downtown perched on the Napa River. For an introduction to the area’s vibrant food and wine scene, visit the Oxbow Public Market (610 and 644 1st St., 707/226-6529, www.oxbowpublicmarket.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-8pm Fri.-Sun.), which has food vendors, produce markets, and cafés.


A multitude of vineyards are strung along the Silverado Trail and CA-29, two roads that head north out of the city of Napa and into serious wine country. Grape vines braid the scenic valley as you drive through the towns of Rutherford, St. Helena, and Calistoga. Grgich Hills Estate (1829 St. Helena Hwy., Rutherford, 707/963-2784, www.grgich.com, 9:30am-4:30pm daily, tasting $40) is the winery of Mike Grgich, who crafted the chardonnay for the Chateau Montelena that put Napa Valley on the map with a win at the Paris Wine Tasting of 1976. Mumm (8445 Silverado Trail, Rutherford, 866/783-5826 or 707/967-7700, www.mummnapa.com, 10am-6pm daily, tasting $20-35) produces sparkling wines worth a taste even for wine purists and has a patio, indoor salon, and terrace for sipping. Clos Pegase (1060 Dunaweal Ln., Calistoga, 707/942-4981 or 866/474-3021, www.clospegase.com, 10am-5pm daily, tasting $30-45) mixes in some culture with its wine, with over 100 artworks on the grounds, including sculptor Henry Moore’s Mother Earth and a painting by Francis Bacon.


There is a range of options for staying overnight (and sleeping off an afternoon of wine tasting). One of the more luxurious is Auberge du Soleil (180 Rutherford Hill Rd., St. Helena, 707/963-1211, www.aubergedusoleil.com, $875-5,200). A less expensive option is St. Helena’s El Bonita Motel (195 Main St./CA-29, 800/541-3284, www.elbonita.com, $160-345), which is within walking distance of the historic downtown and has a 1950s motel charm.


Getting There


To reach CA-29, the central conduit that runs north into the valley from the city of Napa, from San Francisco, take US-101 North across the Golden Gate Bridge to Novato. In Novato, take the exit for CA-37 East to Napa. CA-37 skirts the tip of the San Pablo Bay and runs all the way to Vallejo. From Vallejo, take CA-29 (Sonoma Blvd.) North for 7 miles (11.3 km) until you reach downtown Napa. CA-29 will take you as far north as Calistoga.





Known for its colorful clientele and cluttered decor, Specs’ (12 William Saroyan Pl., 415/421-4112, 3pm-2am daily, cash only) is a dive bar located in a North Beach alley. Its full name is the Specs’ Twelve Adler Museum Café due to the many oddities on display, including a mounted Alaskan king crab and a mummified walrus penis.



Marina



Marina and Pacific Heights denizens enjoy a good glass of vino. The Bacchus Wine Bar (1954 Hyde St., 415/928-2633, www.bacchussf.com, 5:30pm-11pm daily) is a tiny local watering hole that offers an array of wines, sake cocktails, and craft beers.


The Marina District’s Chestnut Street is known for its high-end restaurants and swanky clientele. The Horseshoe Tavern (2024 Chestnut St., 415/346-1430, noon-2am Mon.-Wed., 7am-2am Thurs.-Sun.) is a place for people to let their hair down, shoot pool, and drink without pretension.


Get to really know your fellow beer drinkers at the tiny Black Horse London Pub (1514 Union St., 415/928-2414, www.blackhorselondon.com, 5pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 2pm-midnight Fri., 11am-2am Sat.-Sun., cash only), which can accommodate just nine people. Bottles of beer are served from a claw-foot bathtub located behind the bar.


Hayes Valley


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 despite encroaching commercialism, stop in and have a drink at the Toronado (547 Haight St., 415/863-2276, www.toronado.com, 11:30am-2am daily), a grimy cathedral to superb beer. This dimly lit haven with a metal- and punk rock-heavy jukebox maintains one of the finest beer selections in the nation, with a changing roster of several dozen microbrews on tap, including Russian River Brewing Company’s Pliny the Elder, one of the most sought after beers in the state.


If you’d rather drink a cocktail than a beer, head over to Smuggler’s Cove (650 Gough St., 415/869-1900, http://smugglerscovesf.com, 5pm-1:15am daily). The drink menu includes 70 cocktails and an impressive number of rare rums.


Mission


Trick Dog (3010 20th St., 415/471-2999, www.trickdogbar.com, 3pm-2am daily) is shaking up the city’s cocktail scene. A new bar menu is unveiled every six months and features 12 creative cocktails. The menus are as playful as the drinks, presented as dog calendars, catalogs of paint swatch samples, and airline brochures. A small food menu includes thrice-cooked fries, a burger, and a standout kale salad.


Expect to hear some old-school vinyl from a lo-fi record player in the dimly lit Royal Cuckoo (3202 Mission St., 415/550-8667, http://royalcuckoo.com [URL inactive], 4pm-2am Mon.-Thurs., 3pm-2am Fri.-Sat., 3pm-midnight Sun.). There’s also live music played on a vintage Hammond B3 organ Wednesday-Sunday. The cocktail list includes variations on the classics, including a sour old-fashioned.


Excellent draft beers, tasty barbecue plates, and a motorcycle-inclined crowd give Zeitgeist (199 Valencia St., 415/255-7505, www.zeitgeistsf.com, 9am-2am daily) a punk-rock edge. This Mission favorite, though, endears itself to all sorts, thanks to its spacious outdoor beer garden, 64 beers on tap, and popular Bloody Marys.


Get a sweeping view of the city with superb South American cocktails at El Techo de Lolinda (2516 Mission St., 415/654-5211, http://eltechosf.com, 4pm-10:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-12:30am Fri., 11am-12:30am Sat., 11am-10:30pm Sun.), a rooftop bar associated with the Argentinean steak house Lolinda, on the ground floor. The bar serves pitchers of margaritas and features agave- and rum-based drinks. The small food menu includes superb snacks like empanadas, ceviche, and a variety of skewers.


Just outside the Mission’s southern edge, St. Mary’s Pub (3845 Mission St., 415/529-1325, www.stmaryspub.com [URL inactive], 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., noon-2am Sat.-Sun.) opened in 1933 right after Prohibition was repealed, and old tales swirl around the bar. A murder may have occurred here, and there might be a ghost that roams among the red banquettes. What is known is that St. Mary’s Pub serves one of the best Bloody Marys in town, including a version made with masala sauce and another with sake and wasabi.


The Haight


Haight Street crowds head out in droves to the Alembic (1725 Haight St., 415/666-0822, http://alembicsf.com [URL inactive], 4pm-midnight Tues.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs.-Fri., 11am-2am Sat., 11am-midnight Sun.) for artisanal cocktails. On par with the whiskey and bourbon menu is the cuisine.


Hobson’s Choice (1601 Haight St., 415/621-5859, www.hobsonschoice.com, noon-2am daily) claims the largest selection of rums in the country. Try your rum in everything from a Brazilian caipirinha to a Cuban mojito, or in one of Hobson’s famous rum punches.


Featured in an episode of Anthony Bourdain’s travel show No Reservations, Aub Zam Zam (1633 Haight St., 415/861-2545, 3pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 1pm-2am Sat.-Sun.) is an old-school bar with an Arabian feel. Zam Zam doesn’t take credit cards, but it does have an Arabian mural behind the U-shaped bar, where an interesting mix of locals and visitors congregate for the cheap drinks.


Located at the west end of Golden Gate Park, the Beach Chalet Brewery (1000 Great Hwy., 415/386-8439, www.beachchalet.com, 9am-9:30pm daily) is an attractive brewpub and restaurant directly across the street from Ocean Beach. Sip a pale ale while watching the sunset, and check out the historical murals downstairs.


Gay and Lesbian


San Francisco’s gay nightlife has earned a worldwide rep for both the quantity and quality of options, especially in its famed Castro neighborhood. In fact, the gay club scene totally outdoes the straight club scene for frolicsome, fabulous fun. While the city’s queer nightlife caters more to gay men than to lesbians, there’s plenty of space available for partiers of all persuasions. For a more comprehensive list of San Francisco’s queer bars and clubs, visit http://sanfrancisco.gaycities.com/bars.


One of the best bars in the Castro is called simply Q Bar (456 Castro St., 415/864-2877, www.qbarsf.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 2pm-2am Sat.-Sun.). Just look for the red neon Bar sign set in steel out front. Inside, expect to find the fabulous red decor known as “retro-glam,” delicious top-shelf cocktails, and thrumming beats spun by popular DJs almost every night of the week. Unlike many Castro establishments, the Q Bar caters to pretty much everybody: gay men, gay women, and straight allies. You’ll find a coat check and adequate restroom facilities, and the strength of the drinks will make you want to take off your jacket and stay awhile.


Looking for a stylin’ gay bar turned club, Castro style? Head for Badlands (4121 18th St., 415/626-9320, www.sfbadlands.com, 3pm-2am Mon.-Thurs. and Sat., 2pm-2am Fri. and Sun.). This Castro icon was once an old-school bar with pool tables on the floor and license plates on the walls. Now you’ll find an always-crowded dance floor, au courant peppy pop music, ever-changing video screens, gay men out for a good time, and straight women who count themselves as regulars at this friendly establishment, which attracts a youngish but mixed-age crowd. The dance floor gets packed and hot, especially on weekend nights. There’s a coat check on the bottom level.


The Lookout (3600 16th St., 415/431-0306, www.lookoutsf.com, 3:30pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 12:30pm-2am Sat.-Sun., cover charge) 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 (kitchen hours 4pm-10pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 3pm-11pm Sat., 3pm-10pm Sun.). Special events come with a cover charge.


Yes, there’s a Western-themed gay bar in San Francisco. The Cinch Saloon (1723 Polk St., 415/776-4162, 9am-2am Mon.-Fri., 8am-2am Sat.-Sun.) has a laid-back (no pun intended), friendly, male-oriented vibe that’s all but lost in the once gay, now gentrified Polk Street hood. Expect fewer females and strong drinks to go with the unpretentious decor and atmosphere.


Live Music


In the late 1960s, The Fillmore (1805 Geary Blvd., tickets 800/745-3000, 415/346-3000, www.thefillmore.com, prices vary) became legendary for performances by rock acts like the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, and Carlos Santana. These days, all sorts of national touring acts stop by, sometimes for multiple nights. The Fillmore is also known for its distinctive poster art: Attendees to certain sold-out shows are given commemorative posters.


With its marble columns and ornate balconies, the Great American Music Hall (859 O’Farrell St., 415/885-0750, www.slimspresents.com, prices vary) has hosted live entertainment since 1907. It is also one of the nicest places to see a nationally touring act in the city, with bragging rights for shows by Arcade Fire and the legendary Patti Smith.


The beautiful Warfield (982 Market St., 415/345-0900, www.thewarfieldtheatre.com, prices vary) books all sorts of acts, from The Growlers to the Wu-Tang Clan. 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.


The Boom Boom Room (1601 Fillmore St., 415/673-8000, www.boomboomroom.com, 4pm-2am Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., 4pm-3am Fri.-Sat., prices vary) 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, divey joint.


On the other side of town, Biscuits & Blues (401 Mason St., 415/292-2583, www.biscuitsandblues.com, 6pm-11pm Wed.-Thurs., 5:30pm-11:30pm Fri., 5pm-11pm Sat., 5:30pm-10:30pm Sun., prices 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, prices vary) a stunning 35,000-square-foot (3,251-sq-m) 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


Cobb’s Comedy Club (915 Columbus Ave., 415/928-4320, www.cobbscomedy.com, shows 7:30pm, 8pm, 9:45pm, 10:15pm Thurs.-Sun., cover varies, two-drink minimum) has played host to star comedians, such as 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.


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., prices vary) puts on a season filled with big-name, big-budget productions, such as high-production-value musicals, classics by the likes of Sam Shepard and Somerset Maugham, and intriguing new works. They perform plays in The Geary Theater (405 Geary St.), a venue near Union Square that was nearly destroyed by the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, and at the more intimate The Strand Theater (1127 Market St.).


The Curran Theatre (445 Geary St., 415/358-1220, http://sfcurran.com, prices vary), next door to A.C.T., has a state-of-the-art stage for high-budget productions, such as Fun Home and Harry Potter and The Cursed Child. 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.


Classical Music and Opera


Right around the Civic Center, culture takes a turn for the upscale. This is the neighborhood where the ultra-rich 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 [URL inactive]) is home to the 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 (401 Van Ness Ave., 415/621-6600, http://sfwarmemorial.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 (415/865-2000, 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, $9-12) 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.


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, 415/982-3000, http://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, http://capstoneraces.com/bay-to-breakers.com [URL inactive], 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 parties is the San Francisco LGBT Pride Parade and Celebration (Market St., 415/864-0831, www.sfpride.org, June). On the last weekend in June, the streets around City Hall close to traffic for a massive block party, with multiple stages and performers. For the main parade, which takes place on Sunday, hundreds of thousands of people of all orientations take to the streets for this quintessentially San Franciscan party-cum-social justice movement. Numerous other events and festivities take place around the city leading up to the main march, including the Trans March on the preceding Friday and the Dyke March and Rally—which typically begins at Dolores Park and ends in the Castro—the preceding Saturday.


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 Paul Simon, Childish Gambino, Metallica, Neil Young, Janet Jackson, and Elton John. The park barely recovers in time for Hardly Strictly Bluegrass (www.hardlystrictlybluegrass.com, first weekend in Oct.), a free music festival celebrating a wide variety of sounds (not just bluegrass), from Lucinda Williams and Emmylou Harris to Robert Plant and Fantastic Negrito.


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 [URL inactive], 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm 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.-Wed., 10am-8pm Thurs.-Sat., noon-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 (117 Post 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.
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City Lights bookstore





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 another major shopping corridor. It’s funkier than its younger neighbors in the Marina, probably because of its proximity to Japantown and the Fillmore.


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.


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.


Miette (449 Octavia St., 415/626-6221, www.miette.com, 11am-7pm daily) is a cheery European-inspired candy shop, sister store to the Ferry Plaza bakery (Shop 10, 415/837-0300, 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-7pm Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.). From macarons to 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.


Author Dave Eggers’s tongue-in-cheek storefront at 826 Valencia (826 Valencia St., 415/642-5905, www.826valencia.org, 9:30am-6pm Mon.-Fri.) 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.
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biking along Ocean Beach





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 Music (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.


Award-winning The Booksmith (1644 Haight St., 415/863-8688, www.booksmith.com [URL inactive], 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., 11am-7pm Sun.) has a traffic-stopping art nouveau facade, a distinctive assortment of vintage hippie and rock-star threads, and a glamour-punk staff.


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, 415/561-3003, www.parksconservancy.org). This 4-mile (6.4-km) 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.


It may be hard to believe that you can surf in San Francisco, but Ocean Beach has a series of beach breaks that are good in the fall and monstrous in the winter. It’s not for beginners, and even accomplished surfers can find it difficult to paddle out. Five blocks from the beach, Aqua Surf Shop (3847 Judah St., 415/242-9283, www.aquasurfshop.com, 10am-5:30pm Sun.-Tues., 10am-7pm Wed.-Sat., surfboard rentals $25-35 per day, wetsuits $15 per day) rents shortboards, longboards, and the very necessary 4/3 wetsuit.


Aquatic Park


The beach at Aquatic Park (Beach St. and Hyde St., 415/298-8826, 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, 415/561-4323, www.parksconservancy.org) is best known for its lovely views of the Golden Gate Bridge. It was also the birthplace of Burning Man in 1986. Currents get seriously strong and dangerous here, so this isn’t a place to go swimming, but it’s popular for sunbathing, flying kites, playing volleyball and Frisbee, and just strolling the stretch of sand. The northern end of the beach, closer to the Golden Gate Bridge, is clothing-optional. Baker is much smaller than Ocean Beach and often gets crowded in the summer; parking can be challenging, so consider catching a Muni 29 line bus, taxi, or ride-hailing service.
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view of Golden Gate Bridge from Baker Beach





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, http://goldengatepark.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 daily, $22-38 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 April-September and Sunday year-round for pedestrian-friendly fun.


Crissy Field


Crissy Field (Marina Blvd. and Baker St., 415/561-3000, www.parksconservancy.org), with its beaches, restored wetlands, wide promenade, and iconic views of the Golden Gate Bridge, is the playground of the Presidio (415/561-5300, www.presidio.gov, 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, 8:30am-4:30pm 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 (3 mi/4.8 km round-trip, 1.5 hours, easy) feels wild, but the trail from the Lands End Lookout visitors center (680 Point Lobos Ave., 415/426-5240, www.parksconservancy.org, 9am-5pm daily)—grab a cup of hot chocolate while you’re there—to Eagle’s Point near the Legion of Honor is perfect for any hiking enthusiast and on a clear day gives great views of the Golden Gate Bridge. For a longer adventure, there are plenty of auxiliary trails to explore that lead down to little beaches. You can also wander down to the ruins of the Sutro Baths, built in the 1890s by a self-made millionaire. Be sure to look out for the remains of three shipwrecks on the rocks of Point Lobos at low tide.


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., 415/831-2700, http://sfrecpark.org, 6am-10pm daily). Usually called Dolores Park and situated in the Mission just adjacent to the Castro, it’s a favorite of neighborhood locals and many others, with its gorgeous views of the city skyline. Bring a beach blanket to sprawl on the lawn and a picnic lunch supplied by one of the excellent nearby eateries. On weekends, festivals and cultural events often spring up at Dolores Park and, especially on sunny days, it has a party atmosphere.


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, http://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.


Newcomers to biking in the city may want to start off gently, with a guided tour that avoids areas with dangerous traffic. Blazing Saddles (2715 Hyde St., 415/202-8888, www.blazingsaddles.com, $8-9 per hour, $25-98 per day) rents bikes and offers tips on where to go. There are five locations, most in the Fisherman’s Wharf area. If you prefer the safety of a group, take the guided tour (10am, 1pm, and 4pm daily, 3 hours, $55 adults, $35 children, reservations required) through San Francisco and across the Golden Gate Bridge into Marin County. One of the most popular treks is the easy and flat 9-mile (14.5-km) 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, stopping for a great photo op at Vista Point, and continuing into the town of Sausalito (8 mi/12.9 km) or Tiburon (16 mi/26 km); enjoy an afternoon and dinner, and then ride the ferry back into the city (bikes are allowed on board).
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Union Square and Nob Hill
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North Beach and Fisherman's Wharf
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