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	The possibilities for travel in the U.S. are enormous, with every region of the country offering a completely different experience from the next.  From the grandeur of the Rocky Mountains to the small towns of New England, from the multiculturalism of California to the traditionalism of the South, America has something for everyone, if you know where to find it.

	This eBook contains hundreds of suggestions and itineraries drawn from the introductory pages of more than 50 Moon Handbooks, including detailed maps and brilliant photography (best viewed with eReaders that support color). Every Handbook is the product of extensive research and reporting by Moon authors who have covered their destinations for years, and the recommendations in this Travel Planner are distilled from more than 20,000 pages of coverage: the best of the best.

	Founded in 1973 with guidebooks to Asia and the Pacific, Moon broke new ground in the 1980s with its pioneering state-by-state coverage of the U.S. According to Sierra magazine: "Moon's American titles convey the same sense of exoticism that their foreign counterparts do, making home-country travel seem like far-flung adventure."

	Today Moon publishes more than 200 titles to U.S. destinations in its Handbook, Spotlight, and Outdoors series, more than any other publisher. For information about purchasing the complete print or eBook editions of individual titles excerpted in this Planner, see the Further Reading section or visit www.moon.com.
     
	

	This Moon USA Travel Planner has been updated to include revised editions of titles published in 2012. Most maps have been re-optimized for higher resolution for retina display devices.
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			From its geographic wonders to its urban pulse, diversity defines Northern California. Majestic mountain peaks, craggy coastal cliffs, verdant vineyards, and towering redwoods shape the land, while cutting-edge cuisine, winsome wines, and hip urban sprawl shape the people.

			San Francisco sits perched on a narrow peninsula between the ocean and the bay, its population packed in like (local, sustainable) sardines. Yet this 49-mile spit of land is the urban center of Northern California, home to an embarrassment of riches: modern museums, culinary geniuses, and a famously liberal, creative, and multicultural community. The surrounding Bay Area extends north in a rich display of parks and reserves, east in an equally rich display of radical politics, and south to the gateway of the wild Central Coast.

			North of San Francisco, a bucolic countryside produces world-class wines from endless acres of vineyards in the Napa and Sonoma Valleys — the center of Northern California’s Wine Country. Oenophiles come from around the world to taste the California wines made here, while numerous small towns in the surrounding country provide the charm.

			Heading further up the coast, you leave the studied chic of the popular and populous regions behind. Forests filled with preternaturally tall trees preside over chill, windswept beaches and small logging towns. This wild beauty stretches east toward the remote volcanic peaks of Mounts Shasta and Lassen and culminates at Lake Tahoe, where both ski resorts and boulder-strewn beaches await.
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			Sacramento is the capital of California, with gardens, museums, and attractions galore. Beyond the capital city, numerous boomtowns of the famed Gold Rush-era maintain their rough appeal. Amid the saloons and gold mines lie vineyards, apple orchards, and insight into the Golden State’s historic appeal.

			But the true “gold” discovered here lay further south in Yosemite National Park. Gushing waterfalls, jagged peaks, epic vistas — Yosemite offers a wealth of experiences from the sedate to the extreme. Down at less-traveled Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks, the tallest mountain in the contiguous United States and the biggest tree on the planet reach for the sky.

			Whatever your pleasure — from the city to the country, from mountains to the coast, from the ultimate urban getaway to silence and solitude — your Northern California adventure will be as diverse as you are.
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Planning Your Trip

			  	
		Where to Go

			San Francisco and the Bay Area

			The weather, the politics, the technology, the food—San Francisco and the surrounding Bay Area are world famous. Come to San Francisco to dine on cutting-edge cuisine, tour avant-garde museums, bike through Golden Gate Park, and stroll the waterfront at Fisherman’s Wharf. Venture out to explore the unspoiled wilderness of the North Bay, the radical yet cultural East Bay, Coastside’s iconic elephant seals, and the latest technology in Silicon Valley.

			
			Wine Country

			The heart and soul of California’s statewide collection of vineyards are the Napa and Sonoma Valleys. Locals and travelers alike crowd onto Highway 29 and the Silverado Trail every weekend to swirl and sip top Napa vintages. Sonoma is more spread out—tasters take their time journeying from southern Carneros north to the Russian River Valley appellations, then west to the up-and-coming Sonoma Coast.

			North Coast

			While tourists flock to Southern California beaches, many California residents turn north to spend weekends meditating on the wild waters of the far North Coast. Mendocino welcomes both locals and visitors, with a plethora of bed-and-breakfasts, fine-art galleries, small wineries, and rugged rocky beaches. Further north, the surprisingly cosmopolitan town of Eureka celebrates Northern California history while offering all the conveniences of the modern age. In between, Redwood National and State Parks create a unique landscape that visitors travel the world to see.
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			  rugged Sonoma County coastline

			

			Lake Tahoe and the Northern Sierra

			Mountains dot Northern California, but three draw outdoor sporting enthusiasts the world over. Lake Tahoe offers fabulous skiing and snowboarding, while the lake itself beckons wakeboarders in summer. Mount Shasta challenges mountaineers, and surrounding Shasta Lake offers beautiful wilderness. Mount Lassen is one of only two active volcanoes on the continent, and the main road tours past the devastation caused by a 20th-century eruption.

			Sacramento and Gold Country

			California’s capital, Sacramento is the river town that served as a transport and communications center for the sprawling gold fields of the Sierra foothills. View the Capitol Building and enjoy the history of the state through Sutter’s Fort. Gold Country’s tiny towns—once booming mining communities—keep the Gold Rush history alive through restored mines and cavern tours, while the Central Valley shelters a thriving agricultural community.

			Yosemite

			The work of Ansel Adams and John Muir have helped make Yosemite National Park a worldwide icon. Thousands crowd into Yosemite Valley to view the much-photographed Half Dome, Yosemite Falls, and El Capitan. On the other side of the Sierras, Mono Lake, Mammoth Lakes, and the Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks provide a wealth of recreation and wilderness to explore.

			Central Coast

			Some of the most beautiful coast in all of California sits right in the middle of the state. Ogle gray whales and sea lions off the rugged Monterey bay. Camp and hike the unspoiled wilderness of Big Sur. Check out the views from Hearst Castle, San Simeon’s grandiose mansion, or go wine tasting in the rolling hills of nearby Paso Robles. Further south, Santa Barbara beaches await.
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				IF YOU HAVE. . .

				
						
A WEEKEND: Visit San Francisco.

						
ONE WEEK: Add the Wine Country.

						
TWO WEEKS: Add the North Coast or Yosemite.

						
A MONTH: Add Lake Tahoe and the Northern Sierra or Sacramento and Gold Country.
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		When to Go

			Northern California is a year-round destination. Winter sports enthusiasts come for excellent skiing at Lake Tahoe and Mammoth Lakes, or just to enjoy the beauty of a snow-frosted Yosemite. Winter is also a great time for a Wine Country weekend—and avoiding high-season crowds.

			Spring shows itself off with minimal fog, mild temperatures, and fewer crowds. Visit San Francisco, the Central Coast, and the North Coast—just be aware that many mountain passes remain closed well into May.

			Summer is high season, but not necessarily the best time to hit the beaches or the City: Everything you’ve heard about the chill and fog of a San Francisco summer is true. However, Sacramento, Yosemite, and Lake Tahoe experience intense summer heat and are popular outdoor getaways.

			Unsung fall may be the best season of all. Fog clears up along the coast and snow has yet to deluge the mountains. Markets brim with fresh produce, while the Wine Country enjoys a frenetic, high-season harvest.
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			fall harvest in Sonoma County


			
Before You Go

			The easiest place to fly into Northern California is San Francisco, though surrounding suburban airports offer a minimum of hassle.

			If San Francisco is your sole destination, skip the rental car and use public transit. If planning to leave the urban confines of the City, get a car. Really. Otherwise you risk missing anything outside of the urban reaches of the state—which would be a shame, because the wilderness, beaches, and parks are more than worth your time.

			Coming to Northern California from abroad? You’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.

			Bring layered clothing, including a parka or raincoat—even in summer. Coastal fog socks in many of the beaches and seaside cities during summer, making the air damp and chilly. Bring (and use!) sunscreen; that cold fog doesn’t stop the rays.

			Make reservations and buy tickets in advance, especially if visiting during high season or on a holiday weekend. It’s also a good idea to make early reservations at popular hotels and inns.



			Explore Northern California

			Driving the Coast

			This 10-day tour winds through the best views and beaches, wineries and redwoods, bed-and-breakfasts and culinary treats of the Northern California coast. Get in the car and drive!

			Day 1

			San Francisco is a great place to start your trip. Explore the natural attractions of the City with a walk through Golden Gate Park. Browse the exhibits at the de Young Museum, stopping for lunch in the museum café or for a cup of green tea at the peaceful Japanese Tea Garden. Zip up your coat for a sandy stroll along (usually) chilly Ocean Beach and walk up to Sutro’s at the historic Cliff House for a hot cup of cocoa (or something stronger). Spend the evening in the Marina District, window-shopping the chi-chi stores and indulging in upscale cuisine.

			
			Day 2

			From the Marina, it’s a quick hop across the Golden Gate Bridge north into verdant Marin County. U.S. 101 meets coastal Highway 1, leading to Point Reyes National Seashore. Climb the 300 stairs to the Historic Lighthouse and its original Fresnel lens, then take a less strenuous walk down to McClures Beach. Stop in Point Reyes Station to pick up picnic supplies from Marin Sun Farms and Cowgirl Creamery, then head north on Highway 1 to Marshall for a picnic lunch at Hog Island Oyster Co. Follow Highway 1 north into Guerneville to spend the night.

			
			Day 3

			Spend the day exploring the wineries along the Russian River Valley. Sip bubbly at Korbel and J Winery, or savor the Cabs at A. Rafanelli. Spend the afternoon tubing along the Russian River, then enjoy tiny Guerneville’s relatively large nightlife.
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			recreation on the Russian River			

			Day 4

			Skip inland a bit, taking U.S. 101 north to Highway 128 and the Anderson Valley, the heart of the Mendocino wine region. After an afternoon of sipping vintages (and brews!), follow Highway 128 to return to the coast and the artsy town of Mendocino. Spend the night at one of the many quaint bed-and-breakfasts.

			Day 5

			Spend the afternoon touring the Mendocino County Botanical Gardens, strolling along Glass Beach, or window-shopping past Mendocino’s many art galleries and upscale boutiques.

			Day 6

			Continuing north, you’ll share the road with fewer cars. Highway 1 turns inland at Leggett and terminates at U.S. 101, leaving the coast for the redwoods. U.S. 101 from Garberville to Fortuna is known as the Avenue of the Giants, a famous stretch of redwoods. Stop the car and get out for a short hike to see these giants up close. The highway also skirts the remote and beautiful wilderness area known as the Lost Coast. To view this rugged area without actually backpacking the Lost Coast Trail, take slow and twisting Mattole Road to the Victorian town of Ferndale and stay at a bed-and-breakfast.

			Day 7

			Take U.S. 101, now called the Redwood Highway, north to slow down and spend some time in the fabulous Redwood National and State Parks. Patrick’s Point State Park boasts a re-created Native American village, while farther north Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park offers lovely, shady day hikes through the trees and down to the beaches.
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			coast redwood in Redwood National Park			

			Day 8

			The return drive down U.S. 101 gives you an opportunity to visit or revisit any sights you missed. Turn east onto Highway 128 at Healdsburg for a detour into Napa Valley. Spend the night in Calistoga, pampering yourself with spa treatments.

			Day 9

			Follow Highway 29 as it winds south through Napa Valley. The road is dotted with numerous wineries and restaurants serving top-notch California cuisine. Spend the day indulging (not too much!) before returning to San Francisco.

			Day 10

			Spend your last day in San Francisco shopping in Union Square, grazing at the sumptuous Ferry Building, and relishing the cosmopolitan nightlife after your rural, coastal road trip.

			
				A ROMANTIC GETAWAY

				Whether you and your sweetie prefer to comb windswept beaches, stroll in secluded woods, or snuggle beside a wood-burning fireplace, you’ll find the perfect spot for romance in Northern California.

				For the best in urban luxury, stay in San Francisco. Check into a boutique hotel near Union Square, then splurge on a shopping spree. For a stylish night out, make reservations for a play, the symphony, or an opera, or arrange table service for the evening at a chic nightclub.

				Coastside, Half Moon Bay beckons lovers with its windy beaches, downtown bed-and-breakfasts, and charming restaurants. Rent a kayak for a sunset paddle, then end the day with a relaxing massage.

				To take your beloved out for the ultimate wining and dining experience, finagle — or fight — for a reservation at French Laundry. Stay in downtown Yountville so you can walk back from the restaurant, thus indulging in their amazing wine list.

				Art, wine, beaches, and snuggling are the order of the day on the Mendocino Coast. After a chilly day of beachcombing, indulge in a hot tub, massage, and plush room at one of several local spa resorts.

				Perhaps the best — and most surprising — romantic destination is Eureka. This historic logging port remains rich in Victorian inns, and has attracted top chefs and chic boutiques to its renewed downtown.

				When locals plan a weekend retreat à deux, they look to the lavish resorts of Big Sur. The ultra-upscale Ventana and Post Ranch cater to couples looking for perfect pampering, while the redwoods and beaches call to nature lovers seeking solitude amid the woods, stones, and sand.

				South of Big Sur, the funky decadence of Cambria attracts hopeful romantics. After touring Hearst Castle, stroll down Moonstone Beach, searching for the perfect treasure to present to your sweetheart.

				
  

			Wild West Road Trip

			Some of the most interesting destinations in Northern California lie east of its popular coast. California’s Gold Rush–era boomtowns, abandoned mines, and historic sights will thrill history buffs, while the region’s rugged mountains, rivers, and forests appeal to adventure seekers or anyone yearning for a breath of fresh air.

			Day 1

			Spend the day in San Francisco, exploring the City that owes much of its existence to the easy transit it provided during California’s Gold Rush. Visit the Presidio for a peek at San Francisco’s military beginnings, take the ferry to Alcatraz for some penitentiary pondering, and stop at the Wells Fargo Bank History Museum to view original artifacts from the Gold Rush era. Spend the evening taking in a show at one of Union Square’s many theaters, all of which are convenient to numerous hotels and restaurants.

			Day 2

			Hop on I-80 north to the state capital, Sacramento. Take a walking tour of the Capitol Building and its extensive grounds, then head down to Old Sacramento where cobblestone streets and wooden sidewalks resurrect the area’s Gold Rush beginnings. Spend the night in a stateroom aboard the Delta King.
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			Old Sacramento			

			Day 3

			Enjoy a leisurely breakfast in town (and avoid the commute traffic) before heading north on I-80 to Highway 49 and Grass Valley, where the Empire Mine State Historic Park awaits. This living-history museum and park offers an excellent introduction to California’s hard-rock-mining past. Stop for lunch at the Golden Gate Saloon, the oldest continually operating saloon in the state, and stroll through the historic Victorian sections of this quaint Gold Rush town. Spend the night in Placerville, where plenty of spooky ghosts inhabit creaky old hotels and dive-bar saloons.

			Day 4

			From Placerville, head east on Highway 50, stopping in Apple Hill, where apple orchards cluster the Sierra foothills. Spend some time wine tasting and gorging at delicious orchard-based eateries before continuing east to Lake Tahoe. (Check road conditions in winter.) The El Dorado National Forest presses in along the road, making for a sparse and scenic drive. In South Lake Tahoe, choose from any of the ski resorts, cabins, bed-and-breakfasts, and budget motels that carpet the area.

			
			Day 5

			Take a day off from driving to enjoy the fabulous recreation opportunities and attractions of Lake Tahoe. In winter, skiing and snowboarding take top billing; in summer it’s hiking and boating. Sneak in some history with a walk through Tallac Historic Site and spend the evening at one of the Stateline casinos.

			[image: 00_tahoe_board_H.jpg]

			snowboarder at Lake Tahoe			

			Day 6

			Backtrack to Highway 49 and explore the southern Gold Country. Highway 49 is known as the Gold Rush Road, and you’ll pass through the Gold Country towns of Plymouth (stop for wine tasting in Shenandoah Valley), Sutter Creek, Jackson, Jamestown, and Sonora. In Murphys, take a tour of Mercer Cavern, then stop in Columbia at Columbia State Historic Park and learn about the history of one of California’s earliest mining towns.

			Day 7

			Head the car east on Highway 120 for a bucolic cruise into Yosemite National Park. Stay in Yosemite Valley and splurge on a room at the soaring Ahwahnee Hotel or pitch a tent at one of the valley campgrounds (make reservations in advance for either).

			Day 8

			Spend the day exploring Yosemite. Hop aboard the convenient valley shuttle and hike the Mist Trail to Nevada Fall, or take a sedate stroll along the flat Valley Floor Loop. (In summer, expect crowds on both the roads and the hiking trails.) Re-fuel at the Curry Pavilion or luxuriate at the Ahwahnee Dining Room.

			Day 9

			Exit Yosemite through its south entrance to reach Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks four hours away. Highway 180 drops you at the General Grant Grove, where you can ogle the third-largest tree on earth. Reserve a camping spot at Azalea or book one of the cabins at Grant Grove Village.

			Summer alternative: Highway 120 opens through Tuolumne Meadows in Yosemite’s high country. Stop for a hike to Tenaya Lake or Olmstead Point before continuing to Highway 395 and Mono Lake. Take a self-guided tour of Bodie State Historic Park, ogle the strange calcite formations at Mono Lake Tufa Preserve, then head south on Highway 395 to explore Devils Postpile National Monument.

			
			Day 10

			Squeeze in a short hike in General Grant Grove or drive down the Generals Highway to check out the General Sherman Tree before heading back to San Francisco, a six-hour drive away.

			
				BIG TREES

				Redwood trees stand tall as some of Northern California’s most prominent icons. These towering giants can reach more than 300 feet in height and grow only in areas of California and China. California is home to two distinct types of redwoods: coast redwoods (Sequoia sempervirens) cluster along the North Coast in a series of parks; giant sequoias (Sequoiadendron giganteum) prefer the climate of the Eastern Sierras.

				The best places to view coast redwoods are in the Redwood National and State Parks. This interlocking series of parks runs from Garberville near the Lost Coast to Crescent City at the tip of the state. Highway road signs announce each park; pick up a multi-park map at any visitors center for a list of hiking trails and campgrounds.

				Humboldt Redwoods State Park is most famous for the Avenue of the Giants, where sky-high redwoods line the road. The Founder’s Grove nature loop brings these giants up close.

				On the Eastern Sierra, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks are dedicated to educating visitors about the life and ecology of their prized giant sequoias. The parks are home to the four largest trees in the world (by volume), including the biggest of them all: the immense General Sherman tree.

				Yosemite National Park has its own grove of giant sequoias in Mariposa Grove (one of three groves throughout the park). Take the free shuttle from Wawona or Yosemite Valley to minimize traffic and maximize your enjoyment.

				
  

			Trail Mix

			Outdoors enthusiasts make it a point to visit Northern California at least once in a lifetime. Travel just a few miles anywhere in this region and you’re sure to stumble across at least one hiking trail—even in urban San Francisco. Fans of roughing it in all its permutations—whether car campers or minimalist backpackers—will find their bliss here.

			Coastside

			The wild and little-populated coast south of San Francisco has campgrounds and hiking trails galore. Do some upscale camping in Pescadero at Costanoa Lodge and Campground, which also functions as a trailhead for coastal and forest trails.

			In winter, take a guided tour at Año Nuevo State Reserve to watch the breeding elephant seals wallowing on the beach. The reserve stays open in summer for hikers and beachcombers.

			Redwood State and National Parks

			A day spent camping and hiking under towering redwoods is the epitome of the Northern California outdoors experience, and a plethora of Redwood State and National Parks stand ready to provide the experience.

			Lush Fern Canyon in Prairie Creek Redwoods is rightly famous as the setting for Return of the Jedi. Humboldt Redwoods State Park provides closer access to its namesake giants with three popular campgrounds, the impressive Founder’s Grove Nature Loop Trail, and plenty of hard-core hiking.
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			mountain biking on the north shore of Lake Tahoe

			
			Tahoe

			Are you serious about your outdoor pursuits? Head for Lake Tahoe, Northern California’s top outdoor destination. The region has much to offer in summer: campgrounds, hiking trails, biking trails, and of course, an immense lake.

			Camp Richardson Resort offers rustic cabins or a place to pitch a tent. Serious hikers head for the North and South Rim Trails, which encircle the lake. Casual day hikers can content themselves with scenic strolls along the shore or in the Tallac Historic Site.

			
			Shasta and Lassen

			Only serious climbers should attempt the one or two-day ascent to the summit of Mount Shasta. But the lower mountain, and the many regional parks surrounding the volcanic peak, offer gentler trails suitable for casual day hikers. The sparsely populated backcountry satisfies the desires of wilderness backpackers.

			Lassen Volcanic National Park lies east of Mount Shasta and Redding. It’s a long drive just to get to the entrance of Lassen, and you need to acclimate to the high altitude before hitting the trails. Happily, charming campgrounds like Manzanita Lake and Butte Lake help visitors spend the night getting used to the thinner air while enjoying some of the most beautiful and unspoiled wilderness areas in all of California. In the morning, take the easy day hike to Kings Creek Falls or hop on a stretch of the more strenuous Pacific Crest Trail.

			
			Yosemite

			The day hikes at Yosemite National Park are understandably famous around the world. Climb to the top of Upper Yosemite Fall, scale Half Dome, or enjoy the sedate Valley Floor Loop. Camping is in designated areas only and reservations are required far in advance. The ever-popular lottery for a shot at the plush High Sierra Camps in Yosemite’s backcountry happens each February.

			Sequoia and Kings Canyon

			For a wilder and less-crowded Sierra experience, head to the big trees at Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. For an easy stroll, take the short North Grove Loop or the Hazelwood Nature Trail. Hardy hikers can climb the Sunset Trail or to the granite top of Little Baldy. The Lodgepole, Azalea, and Potwisha campgrounds are open year-round, or you can get a backcountry permit and leave the crowds behind.

			Big Sur

			The Central Coast is dotted with parks and campgrounds from Santa Cruz to Santa Barbara. Hikers from around the world trek to the wild, unspoiled parks of Big Sur. Discerning campers pitch their tents at Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park, then hit the many surrounding trails that stretch from the woods to the sea. Admire waterfalls on the Pfeiffer Falls Trail or take a short drive to Julie Pfeiffer Burns for stunning McWay Falls.

			
				WINTER WONDERLAND

				Imagine visiting California and you’ll usually picture sun-drenched beaches, not icy mountaintops. Unless, of course, you’re serious about winter sports. For you, the snow-carpeted playgrounds of Tahoe, Shasta, Mammoth, and Yosemite may be high on your list of dream destinations, where endless opportunities to ski, snowboard, snowshoe, sled, and more await.

				Tahoe

				Lake Tahoe is the undisputed king of California winter sports. More than a dozen downhill ski resorts divide the North and South Shores, offering breathtaking views and breakneck slopes. Lift lines run longest at the biggest and most popular resorts — Squaw Valley (home of the 1960 Winter Olympic Games), Alpine Meadows, and Heavenly. The runs don’t pack quite as much thrill at smaller spots like Boreal, Sierra-at-Tahoe, and Donner, but beginners and intermediates will find shorter lines and friendlier slopes. Most resorts have freestyle areas to welcome extreme skiers and boarders.

				Tahoe’s winter attractions include winding acres of cross-country ski areas, snowmobile parks, sledding hills, ice-skating rinks, après-ski hot tubs, and cozy fireplaces with hot cocoa on tap nearby.

				Shasta

				The stunning snow-clad peak of Mount Shasta glistens in the cold winter sun, beckoning skiers and snowboarders who head to Mount Shasta Ski Park for downhill adventures. Cross-country trekkers aim for Mt. Shasta Nordic Center with miles of trails for beginners and hard-cores alike.

				Mammoth

				Mammoth Lakes exists for winter sports, and nowhere is this more apparent that at the ski mecca of Mammoth Mountain, home to 3,500 snowy acres. June Mountain, further south, caters to beginners and intermediates, while Sierra Meadows welcomes cross-country beginners. Or explore the ungroomed forest of the Blue Diamond Trails.

				Yosemite

				Though Tioga Pass may be closed during winter, Badger Pass is emphatically open, with plenty of outdoor activities. Learn to downhill and cross-country ski, snowshoe, snowboard, and spot winter stars with the experts at this family friendly ski area. Or sign up for a cross-country ski tour with Yosemite’s Cross Country Ski School.
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				cross-country skiing on the Lake Tahoe shore




  

			Wine, Wine Everywhere

			
			Thousands of people come to Northern California specifically to drink glass after glass of fermented grape juice. California wines have grown up and now compete with the vins fins of France for the (completely subjective) title of “Best in the World.” You can go wine tasting in almost any region—practically every foot of bare dirt has a vine planted in it—but your experience depends on the wine region you visit.

			Napa

			If you’re new to wine (or California wine specifically) or just looking for tours and tastings in the grands chateaux of California, the place to taste is Napa Valley. The granddaddy of California winemaking regions, Napa is home to some of the best Cabernet Sauvignons in the world. Wine-tasting along the ever-gridlocked Highway 29 has become the weekend activity for many California residents, who flock into the valley on Friday (or even Thursday) afternoons. Expect lavish tasting rooms packed with tour-bus passengers, high tasting prices ($20 and up is common), and little personal attention unless you come to Napa during off-season.

			Visit: Corison, Flora Springs, Grgich Hills, Hill Family Estate, and Rutherford Hill.
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			spring in Napa Valley

			
			Sonoma

			Sonoma County has long labored under its reputation as Napa’s little sister. In reality, the Russian River Valley, Sonoma Valley, Carneros, and the Sonoma Coast have more diverse climate, more vineyard acreage, and more wineries. You can take your pick of tasting styles. Dry Creek, near the Russian River, offers famous wineries, fancy tasting rooms, and plenty of souvenirs. On the other hand, the Sonoma Coast isn’t over-discovered yet and small family wineries still provide informal and inexpensive tastings of vintages you won’t find elsewhere.

			Visit: A. Rafanelli, Dutton Estate, Ferrari-Carano, and Russian River Vineyards.
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			Russian River winery			

			Mendocino

			Cool-weather lovers who enjoy rugged coastal views should head into artsy Mendocino for a romantic weekend among the trees. Dungeness crab season draws a surprising number of winter visitors to this chilly yet beautiful region, but it’s the wineries in Hopland and Anderson Valley that keep folks coming back year after year.

			Visit: Brutocao Cellars, Navarro, and Roederer Estate.

			Gold Country

			The once gold-filled rivers of the Sierra foothills now run deep with a red “gold.” Vineyards full of Syrah and Zinfandel, planted years before Prohibition, have been found and rehabilitated. The small wineries that cluster in Sacramento’s nearby Gold Country remind veteran tasters of Napa 40 years ago—here tiny tasting rooms still offer free sips of unique wines, often poured by the winemakers themselves.

			Visit: Boeger Winery, Ironstone Vineyards, and Story Winery.

			Central Coast

			Serious oenophiles often skip Napa and head straight for the Central Coast to taste serious wines without the serious crowds or traffic jams. Sippers in the know prefer Paso Robles, but adventurous cork dorks also journey to Carmel Valley and Santa Barbara.

			Visit: Chateau Julien, Hunt Cellars, Meridian, and Zaca Mesa Winery.

			 


				CULINARY CULTURE

				Alongside Northern California’s world-class wine industry has grown a world-class culinary culture. Renowned chefs such as Alice Waters, Thomas Keller, Wolfgang Puck, Gary Danko, Michael Mina, and Traci des Jardins make their homes here and the region is widely recognized as the place where new culinary trends are set. Whatever’s coming up in the foodie world, you’ll taste it here first.

				Famous, fabulous restaurants crowd the streets of San Francisco, ever vying for the top locations and reputations. With so many famous names gracing the eateries of the City, the problem is picking just one or two a day. How do you choose when your options include Fifth Floor, Gary Danko, Jardinière, The Slanted Door…and so many, many more?

				Serious culinary travelers cross the bay to Berkeley to pay homage to the grandmother of the sustainable food movement, the amazing Alice Waters. While the main dining room at her Chez Panisse restaurant can be tough to get into, the upstairs café offers equally great yet more casual dishes at much more reasonable prices.

				So where does Ms. Waters go to find the grass-fed meat, artisan cheeses, and organic produce she insists on? She often buys from the farmers and growers in Point Reyes. Marin Sun Farms sells excellent grass-fed beef butchered out of their own shop. Cowgirl Creamery’s star cheeses grace the cheese boards of Northern California’s top restaurants. And Hog Island Oyster Co. grows and serves sustainable seafood right along the shores of Tomales Bay.

				But if there’s a place richer in food choices than San Francisco, it’s got to be Wine Country. Even if you can’t get a reservation at the vaunted French Laundry, you can still get the Keller experience from Bouchon or its namesake bakery. More amazing meals can be had at Étoile and The FARM, or create your own at local markets like Oakville Grocery and St. Helena Olive Oil Company.

				If heading further afield from San Francisco or Wine Country, don’t think you’re leaving the fabulous cuisine of Northern California behind. Some of the best restaurants in the state don’t sit within its major urban areas. Heading to the redwoods? The tasting menus and award-winning wine list at Restaurant 301 in Eureka could easily compete with Bay Area palates. On the way to Tahoe? Stop at Moody’s in Truckee, where fresh ingredients meet vivid imagination. Houseboating on Shasta Lake? The down-to-earth Black Bear Diner in Redding can fill you up with classic dishes that folks drive out of their way for. Wherever you go, there you eat.
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It’s the end of another perfect summer day in Wine Country: Relax on a winery terrace, glass of glorious cabernet in hand, fragrant lavender wafting in the warm air and the golden glow of the late afternoon sun casting long shadows in the endless green corduroy of the vineyards. It’s hard not to dream of living in this part of the world.

You be the first. Over the centuries, people from all around the world have been lured by the lush forests, tall mountains, abundant rivers, and warm valleys that make up Napa and Sonoma. They’ve created a rich historical, cultural, and agricultural tapestry that continues to grow and evolve even in the 21st century.

Back in the 1800s, early winemakers chose this geographically diverse and largely unpopulated area of the state to grow grapes — a testament to the conditions and climate here. Ever since, Napa and Sonoma have remained the center of California’s wine industry, flourishing as other wine-growing regions came and went.

Though it only produces about 4 percent of the state’s wine, the Napa Valley puts on one of the greatest wine shows on earth, with evermore-elaborate wineries turning out some of the best wines in California along with world-class restaurants.

Neighboring Sonoma County is where the true diversity of the region is most visible. Wineries—generally smaller than in the Napa Valley—coexist in the valleys and on mountain slopes with farms, quirky small towns (and their diverse inhabitants), and vast expanses of forest, grassland, and wetland. Such varied geography gives rise to just about every kind of food and wine imaginable.
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Before your head starts spinning thinking of all the wine tasting you’ll be doing, keep in mind that both regions offer an array of opportunities for peace and relaxation. Take a long, slow drive on quiet country roads that showcase stunning redwoods, an eternity of rolling hills, the satisfying symmetry of vineyards, and sunny, vibrant mustard flowers. Soak in the restorative natural hot springs of Calistoga. Rent a canoe and drift down the Russian River. Or hike through the cool, damp old-growth forest at Armstrong Redwoods State Park.

Within the decadence of the Napa Valley and the rustic charms of hidden Sonoma, there’s sure to be a place that will fire your imagination and feed your dreams.

[image: e9781598805963_i0009.jpg]



Planning Your Trip

The mind-boggling range of activities, wines, scenery, and food that makes this such a diverse part of the world also ensures that seeing and doing the Wine Country will mean different things to different people.

The key to visiting the region is planning. In the hedonistic Wine Country it’s hard not to have fun, but your trip can be made all the more enjoyable if there’s a plan of action—any plan, however rudimentary; otherwise it’s easy to feel overwhelmed. Often it’s fun to let tasting room staff, hotel concierges, or fellow travelers help flesh it out with local knowledge and experiences. After all, a crucial part of Wine Country lifestyle is relaxation and indulgence, neither of which should be worked at too hard.

If you’re wine-tasting and try to visit too many wineries, the day will seem like a blur with few lasting memories except frustration when heavy traffic wrecks an overly optimistic schedule. Take note of how long tours last or how many wines there are to taste, and allow plenty of time to linger and chat with the winemaker or tasting-room staff. Be sure to mix both big and small wineries into a schedule to experience the full spectrum of California’s wine heritage. And, of course, pepper any visit with healthy doses of non-wine-related activities, such as hiking, shopping, or perhaps cooking classes.


WHERE TO GO


Napa Valley

This is California Wine Country, as far as many people are concerned—arguably the most important wine-making region in the state with a name that is recognized around the world. The 30-mile-long Napa Valley is a valley of contrasts. Some 15 distinct appellations are home to hundreds of wineries, ranging from the historic big names that make millions of cases of wine per year down to more modest wineries turning out some of California’s best cabernet sauvignons. It can be expensive and crowded in Napa, yet it’s not hard to find pockets of rural tranquility as you venture off the beaten path.
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Wild mustard blankets a Napa Valley vineyard in February.
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Landmark Vineyards is known for its pinot noir.







Southern Sonoma

Although it now lives in the cultural shadow of the Napa Valley, this is ground zero not only for California’s modern wine industry but for California itself. The notable town of Sonoma is thoroughly at peace with itself, as though worn out from the tumultuous series of events more than 150 years ago that gave birth to the state. Life is more laid-back (and cheaper) than in the larger, more famous neighboring valley, yet there are still plenty of cultural, culinary, and outdoor attractions alongside the first-class wines, from the sleepy town of Glen Ellen to the cool flatlands of Los Carneros.
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Northern Sonoma

If any region epitomizes the diversity of California’s Wine Country, it is northern Sonoma, where scenery and wines from the multitude of hills and small valleys often have little in common other than their Sonoma County address. The cool, lush Russian River Valley has forests, rivers, small farms, and some of the best pinot noir and chardonnay in California. The warmer Dry Creek Valley and Alexander Valley are home to big red wines from small family-owned wineries. Bordering all three regions is the fascinating town of Healdsburg, itself a mix of the upscale and down-home.






WHEN TO GO

Summer and fall are the most popular seasons to visit, and for good reason. This is when the weather is at its best and the wineries are at their most active, laying out lavish food and wine events, preparing for harvest, and releasing new vintages.

The problem is, everyone seems to be here at this time of year. Hotel prices surge, traffic clogs the roads, and getting a restaurant reservation is like a game of roulette. Weekends can be particularly bad, as day-trippers from San Francisco and other Bay Area cities swell the already bulging tourist traffic, potentially turning a weekend getaway into a weekend in purgatory.

Visiting midweek at this time of year can make a huge difference. St. Helena, Healdsburg, and Sonoma can feel positively deserted on an August or September weekday. After October, things quiet down a little bit, hotel rates drop, and the weather can still be fine as the vineyards turn glorious hues of red and gold.

Winter is the wettest but also the quietest period, when wineries can be blissfully devoid of visitors and enable plenty of one-on-one time with tasting-room staff. In spring the weather warms up and the valley and mountains are a fresh, vivid green after the winter rains, making this one of the best times to visit the Wine Country ahead of the worst summer crowds.
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harvesting the grapes
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BEFORE YOU GO


Transportation

Almost everyone gets around by car in California, and it’s no different in Napa and Sonoma, most of which is rural and therefore has little, if any, public transportation. You might be able to park the car to explore some of the bigger towns such as Napa or Healdsburg by foot for a day, visiting urban tasting rooms, shops, and sights. Ultimately, however, you’ll need two wheels or four to fully appreciate Wine Country.

There’s one obvious problem with this scenario—drinking wine and driving (or cycling) is not the best combination. If you’re wine-tasting, planning a designated driver each day or for the duration of the trip is a good idea, or look in to several companies that offer daylong tours either in a private vehicle with driver or as part of a group in a small bus. If you must drive, having the discipline (and skill) to spit out wine in the tasting room is essential.

As you plan an itinerary, be aware that driving times can be slower than you expect. Average speeds can be very low on rural roads, especially mountain roads and in busy areas like Napa during rush hour. Distances between wineries and summer heat can also make biking more exhausting than you might think, so plan accordingly.




What to Take

Wine Country is generally a rather civilized place to visit, but nature likes to keep everyone guessing. Visit November through April, and almost every part of Wine Country, from the coast to the heart of the Napa Valley, will be about the same temperature—usually 55-65°F during the day. Summer is a different story. The coast tends to be cool June- October, while the inland valleys are hot, with significant temperature differences often occurring in just a half-hour drive.

The key to staying comfortable in such conditions is to wear layers of clothing that can be shed during the drive from the cool coast to the cauldron of Calistoga. Be prepared to put some back on in the evening, as temperatures can drop sharply after dark, particularly in the fall.

Sunscreen, hats, and sunglasses are essential wear in the summer heat, especially with alcohol thrown into the mix to accelerate dehydration. This is essentially an outdoorsy, agricultural area, so casual clothing and good walking shoes are recommended for tramping up to picnic spots or through vineyards on tours. The more adventurous may want hiking boots and binoculars to explore the mountain and forest trails.

Very few restaurants require anything more than smart casual attire, so unless you’re planning to eat at the more upscale establishments in the Napa Valley or Healdsburg area, leave cocktail dresses and sport coats behind.









Explore Napa & Sonoma

BEST OF NAPA AND SONOMA

There’s more than wine to the Wine Country, and some of the best sights and activities are not wine-related at all. This weeklong tour of the major wine regions will give a taste of the diversity on offer, taking in a mix of wineries, sights, and outdoor activities. Driving is the best way to get around, but you could also rent a bike in Sonoma or Healdsburg to explore some of the local attractions.


Day 1

In the city of Napa, grab some breakfast at one of the many eateries in the Oxbow Public Market and get your first taste of gourmet Wine Country food. Drive north on the Silverado Trail, stopping first at the spectacular Persian palace Darioush. Continue north to the organic champion Robert Sinskey Vineyards, where food is as much a part of the visitor experience as wine. A few miles farther north, stop at the sparkling wine specialist Mumm and take a look around its photography galleries before chilling with a glass of bubbly on the terrace overlooking the Napa Valley. If you time it right, the sun might be just starting to set over the western hills. Continue to Calistoga for a creek-side dinner at the Calistoga Hotel.




Day 2

After a hearty breakfast at the cozy Café Sarafornia, learn more about Calistoga’s colorful Victorian history at the Sharpsteen Museum. Buy picnic supplies in the town before heading south for a tour of the caves at the nearby Schramsberg winery, a champagne house with its own unique Victorian history. Alternatively you could experience some fake Tuscan history with a tour of the spectacular Castello di Amorosa. Continue south to Bothe-Napa Valley State Park for a short hike through the redwoods followed by a picnic under the trees. Drive farther south to St. Helena, stopping off for one of the cooking demonstrations at the Culinary Institute of America if you have time. From St. Helena, take the scenic drive up Spring Mountain Road to the very top to experience the sweeping views and wonderful mountain wines of Pride Mountain Vineyards. Continue west and spend the night down in Sonoma Valley.
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Darioush, a winery noted for its Bordeaux-style estate wine







Day 3

Take a fun, motorized tour around the Benziger Family Winery vineyards in Glen Ellen, one of the few biodynamic wineries in California. After tasting some of their classic Sonoma cabernets, head for nearby Figone’s Olive Oil Company just south of Glen Ellen to taste some diverse olive oils. After lunch at one of the many great restaurants in Glen Ellen, hike around the scenic Jack London State Historic Park, once part of the Victorian author’s giant ranch and now full of fascinating ruins. Those with enough energy can expend plenty of it in Sugarloaf Ridge State Park on the other side of the valley, where redwoods and sunny ridges offer ample outdoor choices and spectacular views. End the day tasting reserve wines on the peaceful patio overlooking the valley at Chateau St. Jean.




Day 4

Browse the shops and sights around the historic Sonoma Plaza, perhaps tasting some crisp chardonnay at the Charles Creek Vineyards tasting room or on the patio of the Roche Winery tasting room. If you have time, consider exploring some of the historic wineries nearby, including Sebastiani Vineyards and Gundlach Bundschu. Have lunch in Sonoma before heading south to Carneros for a prebooked afternoon Discovery Tour at the artistic wonderland of the di Rosa Preserve. Finish your afternoon relaxing on the terrace at the château-like Domaine Carneros, sampling some of the fine sparkling wines, or visit the modern, minimalist tasting room of neighboring Cuvaison Estate to sample some classic chardonnay and pinot noir while overlooking the vineyards. Inspired by the wines, make the short drive back up to Sonoma to dine at one of the town’s many superb restaurants.
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guarding the tasting rooms at Sebastiani Vineyards





Day 5

Drive north through the Sonoma Valley, stopping at tiny Loxton Cellars to taste the wonderful syrah and, if owner Chris Loxton has the time, a short tour of the vineyards. Contrasting the modest wine-making operation at Loxton a little further north is the splendor of the Ledson Winery. Continue up-valley to Santa Rosa and then head west into the Russian River Valley for a change of scenery and a change of wines. After lunching in the tiny town of Graton, head up to Iron Horse Vineyards for some afternoon champagne overlooking the rural scenery. Drive north to the funky riverside town of Guerneville and, if you have time, continue up to the Armstrong Redwoods State Reserve for a late afternoon hike in the cool shade of the majestic redwoods. Chose from cheap and cheerful or gourmet dining options in Guerneville, perhaps ending the day at one of the colorful local bars.




Day 6

With a breakfast from Guerneville’s River Inn Grill preparing you for a busy day, head east to Korbel Champagne Cellars for a tour of the historic winery. Stop at the Korbel deli to pack a picnic, then continue along the river to spend an hour or two lounging by the Russian River at Sunset Beach or Steelhead Beach. Gather up the energy to continue up the Westside Road to visit some of the region’s best pinot noir producers, including Thomas George Estates and C. Donatiello Winery, perhaps stopping off at Hop Kiln Winery along the way to see the see the giant kilns that once dried hops for beer making. Finish up in the pretty town of Healdsburg, where there are ample dining, lodging, and entertainment options.






Day 7

Explore the many downtown tasting rooms of Healdsburg, then drive or bike into the nearby Dry Creek Valley to visit some small wineries that produce some big zinfandels. Ridge Vineyards has an environmentally friendly winery building that is as organic as its wines, and the Timber Crest Collective is home to a handful of small innovative wine producers. If you’re on four wheels rather than two, cross over into neighboring Alexander Valley, where cabernet is king. Visit Alexander Valley Vineyards, one of the most historic in the valley, and drive to the far northern end of the valley to visit the historic Asti Winery, once home to the Italian-Swiss Colony and now home to Souverain. Finish the day with a pizza and local wine at Diavola Pizzeria & Salumeria, perhaps taking home some locally made salami as an unusual Wine Country gift.






VARIETAL TOURS

Many wineries are particularly well known for one or two varietals. If you’re a fan of a particular type of wine, it’s worth planning a trip to the wineries—and regions — that specialize in it.

 CLASSIC CABERNETS

Cabernet sauvignon is the king of California wines, and the Napa and Sonoma Valleys are where some of the best Californian cabs are made.


	
Stags Leap District, where beautifully structured cabernets are made.

	
Shafer Vineyards, tucked away in its own private canyon, where you might be lucky enough to taste its Hillside Select cabernet.

	
Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars, home to the vineyards that beat the best in the world in the famous Paris tasting of 1976.

	
Beaulieu Vineyard, where bigger, bolder cabernets are laced with the Rutherford appellation’s distinct flavor of “Rutherford dust.”

	
Rubicon Estate, one of the best winery shows in the valley, courtesy of owner and filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola.

	
Pride Mountain Vineyards,an ideal place for a picnic, with panoramic views of both the Napa and Sonoma Valleys. A taste of the elegant cabernet up here will reveal how different these powerful mountain wines can be from their valley-floor competitors.



PLEASURES OF PINOT

Santa Barbara County might have had the best pinot publicity in recent years from the movie Sideways, but the cooler parts of Northern California, and particularly Sonoma, are home to arguably the best pinot noirs and pinot-based sparkling wines in the state.


	
Domaine Carneros, and its flagship Avant Garde pinot noir, a Carneros classic.

	
Landmark Vineyards, for the highly regarded Kastania and Grand Detour pinot noirs, sourced from coastal vineyards.

	
Siduri Wines,to taste cult-favorite pinots from just about every major growing region on the West Coast.

	
Dutton-Goldfield Winery, one of the valley’s best pinot vineyards.

	
Hartford Family Winery,as beautiful a location as any; sample some highly praised, vineyard-designate Russian River pinots.

	
Davis Bynum, offering vineyard-designate pinot noirs in an old hop kiln building.






MORE THAN JUST WINE

Tasting wines is certainly not the only reason to visit Napa and Sonoma. To lure more people through their doors, wineries have become skilled at differentiating themselves with attractions besides wine.

 STANDOUT TOURS


	Architecture buffs should check out the free tour at the futuristic Opus One winery to see the opulence that comes from being created by two of the world’s most famous winemakers.

	Farther north in the valley, the angular Clos Pegase winery has a bolder style. Tour the Greek-inspired architecture and the founder’s big art collection.

	At the historic Far Niente winery, car fanatics can admire the private vintage car collection of late owner Gil Nickel and visit the huge network of caves under the main house.

	The newest touring spectacle is the massive medieval castle of Castello di Amorosa, where towers, banquet halls, and dungeons are as much a part of the fun as the Diamond Mountain wines.

	To visit Long Meadow Ranch high in the hills above Rutherford, visitors are driven in a curious-looking Swiss military vehicle called a Pinzgauer.

	To reach the monastery-like Sterling Vineyards, perched on a knoll outside Calistoga, visitors board gondolas that would be more at home at a ski resort.

	If you prefer to venture below ground, make an appointment to visit the massive cave complex at Palmaz Vineyards just east of Napa.



HISTORY HIGHLIGHTS


	The Buena Vista Winery and neighboring Bartholomew Park Winery are both on land originally farmed by wine-making pioneer Agoston Haraszthy. Both have fascinating small museums with plenty to keep history buffs happy.

	The Gundlach Bundschu Winery was winning awards for its wines more than 100 years ago.

	
Sebastiani Vineyards & Winery was founded in 1904 by Italian immigrant Samuele Sebastiani, who also built many buildings in the town.



WINE EDUCATION


	For a thorough understanding of how to appreciate wine, sign up for one of the Saturday morning Wine Basics classes at Goosecross Cellars in Yountville.

	Just outside Calistoga, the historic Schramsberg Winery offers one of the more entertaining and educational champagne tours through its spooky Victorian caves.

	If you can find the Medlock Ames winery in the Chalk Hill region near Healdsburg, Ames Morrison would be happy to take you around his vineyard to explain how everything is done.



CULINARY ADVENTURES


	Visit one of the many farms that sell seasonal fruit and vegetables, such as Kozlowski Farms in the Russian River Valley.

	Many of the region’s top chefs shop at farmers markets, and two of the best are held weekly in Healdsburg and Sonoma during the summer and fall.

	Several urban marketplaces also bring farm-fresh produce and gourmet food to the masses, including the Oxbow Public Market in Napa and Plaza Farms in Healdsburg.

	Do some olive oil tasting at the Olive Press at the Jacuzzi winery in Carneros or at the St. Helena Olive Oil Company in the Napa Valley.

	Some of the secrets to cooking with these ingredients can be learned at the Culinary Institute of America near St. Helena; this leading West Coast cooking school offers several cooking demonstrations every day Friday-Monday.






A ROMANTIC WEEKEND

What better way to spend a long weekend in the Wine Country than by experiencing the best champagne, food, art, and pampering that the Napa and Sonoma Valleys have to offer? This long-weekend trip illustrates the diversity and hedonism of Wine Country, and most locations are within easy drives of the countless inns, B&Bs, and resorts in the southern end of the Napa Valley.

Depending on what time your day gets started, there are plenty of opportunities to stop in at additional wineries. Alternatively, cut out a few wineries from the itinerary and spend more time soaking up the atmosphere—or in a mud bath.
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the winery terrace at Domaine Chandon
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the view from Domaine Carneros





Day 1

Get acquainted with the Napa Valley, its history, and its wines at the Napa Valley Museum just outside Yountville before toasting your arrival in the Wine Country with some luxuriously rich blanc de noirs champagne at nearby Domaine Chandon. Have lunch at the winery’s renowned restaurant, then take a tour or simply explore the sculpture-filled gardens.

In the evening, head down to the old redbrick Napa Mill on the river in downtown Napa for a classic Wine Country dinner on the patio at the charming French bistro Angèle, followed by an after-dinner cocktail and dancing at Silo’s jazz and blues bar right next door.




Day 2

Drive south into Carneros to the di Rosa Preserve to see some whimsical contemporary art at the Gatehouse Gallery. Before you get to Napa, make an appointment for one of the morning tours of all the galleries and gardens, home to one of California’s biggest collections of contemporary art.

Afterward, head across the road to the palatial Domaine Carneros and contemplate art with a glass of fruity brut rosé champagne and hors d’oeuvres on the terrace overlooking the vineyards, or in front of a blazing fire on a chilly winter day.

Drive a little farther west to Sonoma and enjoy a light gourmet lunch before spending the afternoon exploring the sights and boutiques around pretty Sonoma Plaza, perhaps even taking a stroll past flower-filled front yards to the Sebastiani winery to taste some of its more unusual Italian-varietal wines.

In the evening, enjoy a glass of wine while watching the plaza’s wildlife—from ducks to humans—at the Ledson Hotel before driving north for dinner in Glen Ellen at the cozy and romantic bistro Saffron. If you’re in the mood for some nighttime stargazing, drive east from Glen Ellen up into the dark Mayacamas Mountains on Trinity Road, then descend back into the Napa Valley via the Oakville Grade.




Day 3

Begin the day with breakfast or brunch at Gordon’s Café & Wine Bar in Yountville. If it’s not too late in the morning, drive north to the winery that has come to symbolize the Napa Valley like no other—the Robert Mondavi Winery. Take one of the regular tours to see the best of the sprawling mission-style buildings and taste some classic Napa wines.

Continue north to the V. Sattui Winery just outside St. Helena to buy a cheap, fruity bottle of gamay rouge and picnic supplies (including a corkscrew) before continuing north to the Bothe-Napa Valley State Park, where you can be in the redwoods within minutes and find a perfect picnic spot.

After a relaxing lunch, and perhaps a short hike to appreciate some of the park’s valley views, it’s time for some pampering, Calistoga-style. Drive north to the famous spa town in time for your appointment for a couple’s restorative mud bath at the Lincoln Avenue Spa. Since it’s a wine-themed weekend, choose the antioxidant-laden mud containing wine, grapeseed oil, and green tea.

Later in the afternoon, head south from Calistoga along the rural Silverado Trail to Rutherford and the Mumm Napa Valley winery, where there’s usually a fascinating exhibition of art or photography that can be enjoyed with a glass of bubbly in hand.

Stay in Rutherford or return later in the evening for the culinary highlight: a sunset dinner overlooking the valley at the Auberge du Soleil resort, high up in the hills. Book well in advance to secure a table on the terrace for a memorable experience.
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Robert Mondavi Winery









FREE TOURS AND TASTINGS
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follow the sign to the pinot noir




Wine tasting in the Napa Valley can be expensive —but it doesn’t have to be. Although free wine is getting harder to come by, a handful of wineries still offer free tasting as part of a tour, sometimes by appointment only. They include Frog’s Leap (which also offers free organic produce if you’re lucky), Caymus Vineyards, Mayacamas Vineyards, and Reverie Winery on Diamond Mountain. Free tasting without a tour is available at V. Sattui Winery, though you’ll have to endure crowds most of the year.

At Goosecross Cellars, for the the $10 Napastandard tasting fee you can also enroll in the educational and entertaining Wine Basics class offered on the winery lawn every Saturday morning during the summer, which includes a couple of tastings as part of the fun.

Another way to save money is to forsake wine and instead take the free tours offered by some wineries, which are often entertaining enough even without wine. Some wineries that schedule free tours (often by appointment only) include The Hess Collection, Trefethen Vineyards, and Clos Pegase. At smaller boutique wineries, simply asking will often get visitors a quick unofficial tour.

A third way to save money is to go coupon hunting. Drop in to the local chamber of commerce or any other tourist information center; they sometimes have vouchers for free tastings at various wineries hidden among the piles of free brochures and magazines. Or, browse a few of the free magazines, like The Vine and Wine Country This Week, available at wineries and information centers: The winery ads often include vouchers or offers for free or two-for-one tastings.

Similarly, if you have the chance, trawl the websites of the wineries you want to visit and see if they have printable vouchers for discount tasting (Beringer, for example, nearly always has two-for-one coupons). Or check out NapaValley.com and WineCountry.com, which often have pages dedicated to discounts and promotions. Even social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter, or review sites like Yelp, often offer two-for-one tasting coupons from wineries with an online presence.

Another idea is to talk to the concierge or owner wherever you’re staying. Many hotels and inns arrange free or discount tastings for their guests at local wineries, or at least have a few vouchers they can give you.

If you can’t avoid paying to taste the wines at a favorite winery, then check if the cost of the tasting can be deducted from any wine purchases you make. Many wineries offer this courtesy, especially with their more expensive reserve tasting fees. As a last resort, tag along with a local—many wineries offer free tasting to Napa Valley residents.




REDWOODS AND RIVERS

Much of the Napa and Sonoma is rural, and excellent opportunities for outdoor recreation abound. Escaping the winery crowds in summer is surprisingly easy in one of the many parks and preserves, or even on the rivers and lakes of the region.

 HIKING

Just a few miles from the bars and restaurants of Guerneville in the Russian River Valley, the 800-acre forested Armstrong Redwoods State Reserve offers some of the most diverse hiking in the area. Take a stroll through the cool, damp redwoods and take in some local history on the Pioneer Trail, or continue on to the 5,700-acre wilderness of Austin Creek State Recreation Area.

 SWIMMING AND BOATING

The Russian River has plenty of beaches, most unmarked but still easily accessible from the road. The best place to swim is in the roped-off area at Memorial Beach in Healdsburg, while the best place for a summer beach party is Guerneville’s Johnson’s Beach. In between, there are countless other beaches (some clothing-optional) and swimming holes, including the family-friendly Sunset Beach near Rio Nido.

Another way to reach the Russian River beaches is by renting an aluminum canoe at Burkes Canoe Trips in Forestville and paddling up- or downstream through the forests and vineyards. The more adventurous can rent a kayak at Russian River Outfitters in Duncan’s Mill and paddle all the way to the ocean.

Or head for Lake Sonoma at the top of Dry Creek Valley; there are several swimming beaches and powerboat rentals at the marina.

 BIKING

Several parts of Wine Country offer relatively flat and quiet roads well suited to biking between wineries. The Dry Creek Valley in northern Sonoma is compact, easy to navigate, and full of wineries (though it gets hot in the summer) ; rent bikes in nearby Healdsburg. Just as flat, but a little cooler and with longer distances between wineries, is Carneros. Rent bikes in Sonoma and take a 35-mile loop past some of the best wineries in the wetlands, or simply explore Sonoma’s handful of wineries.

Experienced mountain bikers have plenty of world-class trails to choose from. In the Sonoma Valley, many head for the trails of Annadel State Park, including the fast downhill single-track Lawndale Trail and the rocky, technical Orchard Trail. Just south of Napa, Skyline Wilderness Park has hosted several mountain-biking world cup competitions, and much of the competition loop can still be ridden today, including the Manzanita Trail, described as one of the best single-tracks on the World Cup circuit.
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Armstrong Redwoods State Reserve in Guerneville
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			  To most visitors, the Tahoe region is clearly defined by its 22-mile-long, azure-blue lake – “a noble sheet of blue water lifted six thousand three hundred feet above the level of the sea, and walled in by a rim of snow-clad mountain peaks,” in the oft-quoted words of Mark Twain. The 10th-deepest lake in the world – 1,645 feet at its deepest point – and third deepest in North America, Lake Tahoe is blessed with remarkable water clarity and a boulder-lined, sandy shoreline that makes it one of the most photogenic lakes in the West. By any measure, Lake Tahoe can be counted among the notable treasures of North America’s landscape.

			  Bordered by three federally designated wilderness areas, plus a huge swath of national forest and multiple California and Nevada state parks, the Tahoe basin is a veritable playground for outdoors enthusiasts. It’s also a major tourist destination, with more than 250,000 visitors per day pouring in on summer holidays. Besides ogling the world-famous lake, most summer visitors come to hike, bike ride, or enjoy a wide variety of other outdoor sports. If you ever wanted to try rock climbing, fishing, horseback riding, sailing, ballooning, or boating, Tahoe is the place to do it. If you want more “civilized” outdoor fun, 14 golf courses around the lake provide it.
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			  Although a greater number of people visit Tahoe in summer than in winter, it is Tahoe’s wealth of ski resorts that has made the lake an internationally recognized destination. More than a dozen alpine resorts are located near the lake, the largest concentration anywhere in the United States. A wide range of “nonvertical” activities are also available in Tahoe’s snowy wonderland – from ice-skating to snowshoeing to dogsled rides to snowmobile tours to sipping hot chocolate beside a roaring fire.
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			  Year-round, travelers arrive in droves to play the odds at high-rise casinos on the Nevada side of the lake, where gambling is legal. A half-dozen Stateline casinos, plus a few more on the northeast shore, attract thousands of visitors who flock to Tahoe purely for its indoor recreation opportunities, including big-name entertainment, first-class restaurants, and ample nightlife.

			  Add up this bounty of opportunity and there lies the crux of the region’s popularity: Lake Tahoe is one of few places on earth where, if you choose to, you can hike or ski to a pristine wilderness area, shop for a dinner dress, dine at a trendy bistro, and gamble the night away, all in a single day at the lake.

			  
			    [image: tahoe_07.jpg]			

		  

		  
		    Planning Your Trip

			  Since Tahoe is a year-round destination, travelers should plan their visits according to how they want to spend their time. Snow can fall as early as mid-October, and the spring melt can hold off till mid-June. The most dependable months for skiing and winter sports are usually December–March. Summer is a too-brief season that lasts only about three months (mid-June–mid-September), and in that time thousands of recreationists take to Tahoe’s roads, trails, and lakeshore.

			  For the best experience, it is wise to plan a visit outside of summer and winter weekends, especially holiday weekends. The lovely autumn off-season (September and October) is one of the least crowded and most pleasant periods at the lake, when Tahoe’s abundant aspen groves put on their annual golden-colored show. After Labor Day, rates at most Tahoe lodgings drop considerably, and they remain low until the ski season starts, usually in mid-December.
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				  Tahoe City’s Commons Beach 

				  
				WHERE TO GO

			
			South Shore

			  Perched on either side of the California-Nevada border, the twin cities of South Lake Tahoe and Stateline are comprised of a mix of high-rise casino resorts, upscale restaurants, fast-food joints, low-budget motels, luxury condos, and quaint cabins. A big attraction is Heavenly Ski Resort and its year-round gondola. The atmosphere is decidedly urban, with myriad activities located within blocks of downtown, including skiing, golfing, swimming, boating, and sightseeing cruises on the lake.
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			  North and West Shores

			  Tahoe City, the North Shore’s biggest town, offers plenty of lodgings, restaurants, and recreation activities, but is more laid-back than the South Shore’s cities. The West Shore is even more sedate, with small hamlets offering a few visitor services in the midst of two state parks and miles of national forest land. To the west of Tahoe City lies Truckee and Donner Summit, home to major ski resorts, including famous Squaw Valley, Alpine Meadows, and Northstar-at-Tahoe.

			  East Shore

			  On the Nevada side of the lake, the East Shore boasts an abundance of shoreline protected as public parkland. A 20-mile stretch from Incline Village south to Zephyr Cove is almost entirely undeveloped. Here beach lovers have the best chance at claiming a private cove, and hikers and mountain bikers enjoy panoramic lake views. Services are located north at the twin towns of Crystal Bay and Incline Village.

			  Carson Pass

			  Carson Pass is less than an hour from the bustling South Shore, but psychologically it’s a world away. With only a few scattered cabin resorts providing visitor services, the region attracts those who seek high peaks, alpine lakes, fields of wildflowers, and dramatic Sierra scenery. The biggest town, Markleeville, has a population of only a few hundred. Its numbers are boosted substantially by the visitors who flock here in summer for hiking, mountain biking, and fishing, and in winter for downhill and cross-country skiing.

					  [image: tahoe_04.jpg]

 wildflowers in Carson Pass

				  
			    WHEN TO GO 

			
			Which season is best at Lake Tahoe? Each month of the year has its own myriad charms. As there are more than 300 days of sunshine per year on average, visitors can enjoy many pleasant days around the lake year-round. The summer months, June–August, are ideal for outdoor recreation and lazing around the lake. The Tahoe region is blessed with typical Sierra summer weather: warm, clear days with temperatures in the 70s and low 80s (Fahrenheit), and cool nights with temperatures in the 40s and 50s.

			  Autumn is also a fine time to visit Lake Tahoe. Much of the region is graced with groves of deciduous aspen trees, which put on a splendid show of color every fall. Temperatures are generally cooler in September and October as the hours of daylight shorten. Still, the entire region, including the peaks, trails, and passes of the high country, often remains open and accessible until late October or early November, when the first snowfall arrives.
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autumn aspen groves near Fallen Leaf Lake




		    
			  For many Tahoe regulars, winter is the main event. Starting as early as mid-November and often lasting into April, the season of snow beckons skiers, snowboarders, and winter sports aficionados from all over the globe. Because the timing of snowfall and snowmelt vary greatly from year to year, always phone ahead for condition updates before planning your trip.

			  The quietest season in Lake Tahoe is spring. Lowest visitation levels are recorded March 1–May 15, when most people’s thoughts have turned away from skiing, even though there is often plenty of snow until late April. In the spring months, snow levels are still too high to allow for hiking, mountain biking, and other trail-related sports, although this can be a good time for backcountry skiing and snowshoeing.

			  
		 		BEFORE YOU GO 	      

			  If you’re visiting Lake Tahoe for the first time, you may be surprised to find that this mountainous region is by no means remote or cut off from the trappings and comforts of civilization. In fact, Tahoe has all the amenities of most small cities. Within a few miles of any spot around the lake’s perimeter, you’ll find major chain grocery stores, restaurants of both the upscale and hole-in-the-wall variety (and everything in between), lodgings of all types, gas stations, post offices, and even coffeehouses and day spas. This greatly relieves the pressure of packing for your trip to Tahoe. If you choose to, you can leave almost everything at home except for the clothes on your back. Anything you need, you can buy, particularly in the big towns of Tahoe City, Incline Village, South Lake Tahoe, and Stateline.

			  In the summer months, a few personal items you might want to pack are hiking boots or sturdy shoes for walking, and a small day pack or fanny pack. Even nonhikers are often inspired to take a walk on one of Lake Tahoe’s myriad trails. Sturdy shoes or hiking boots are far more comfortable, and a lot safer, than the casual sightseeing shoes you might wear around town. A small day pack or fanny pack is useful for holding a bottle of water, a snack, and your camera.
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			    the view of Emerald Bay, from the first mile of the trail to Granite Lake and Upper Velma Lake

			  



			  It’s also wise to bring a variety of clothing for layering. Weather changes constantly in the Sierra Nevada Mountains; it’s smart to pack rain gear, jackets, and clothes for both warm and cool weather—even though you may spend your entire vacation in nothing but shorts and a T-shirt.

			  The general rule of thumb for summer trips to Lake Tahoe: Bring warm clothes for evenings (especially if you’re camping) and layers for daytime. Always carry lightweight rain gear with you, as summer afternoon thunderstorms are common. Spring and fall are cooler, so pack warmer layers.

			  For winter trips to the lake, always carry snow chains for your car tires, even if you have a four-wheel-drive vehicle. Although most of Tahoe’s roads and highways are kept plowed in winter, chains are often required. It is far less expensive to buy chains for your car at a big-box store in a large city (Wal-Mart–type stores carry chains, as well as auto supply stores) than it is to buy or rent them at Lake Tahoe.

			  Explore Tahoe

			 South Shore Summer Getaway


			  It’s a travesty to have only a short time to spend at Lake Tahoe’s South Shore, but if a three-day stay is all your travel plans allow, you’ll have to cram in as much as you can. Here’s how to make the most of a brief but action-packed summer trip.
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			    Kayaks await paddlers on Tahoe’s southeast shore.

		    



			  Day 1

			  Get up before sunrise and begin your trip to Lake Tahoe in dramatic style, by taking a scenic hot-air balloon flight over the lake. The views from 2,500 feet above the lake’s surface are unforgettable, and the flight ends with a champagne toast to that glorious body of water. Or, if you can’t stand to get up early on your first day of vacation, sleep in a bit and start midmorning with a ride on the Heavenly Gondola. This man-made marvel whisks sightseers up an incline of almost 2,800 feet in a mere 12 minutes, providing panoramic lake views. Be sure to disembark at the observation platform and take a look around. Picnic tables abound, so pack along some sandwiches and have lunch at 9,123 feet.

			  Once the hot-air balloon or gondola has delivered you back down to earth, spend the rest of the day in a more sedate fashion. There’s no better place to kick back than on a strip of Tahoe sand. To enjoy a beach-party atmosphere, complete with colorful cocktails, head to Zephyr Cove. If you want tranquility, head to Nevada Beach. When it’s time to start thinking about dinner, make a reservation for sunset at Blue Water Bistro or Camp Richardson’s The Beacon, so you can watch that bright golden orb disappear behind Mount Tallac.

			  
			Day 2

			  The best way to gain a sense of Tahoe’s mind-boggling size is to get out on a boat in the middle of it, so a boat excursion on the lake is a must. Your choices for mode of travel are wide ranging; passenger service is available on huge stern-wheeler paddleboats, sailboats, yachts, and speedboats. For a more intimate cruising experience, your best bet is to choose one of the smaller-capacity vessels, like the 50-passenger sailboat Woodwind II or the 76-foot classic yacht Safari Rose on the South Shore. Do-it-yourselfers should opt for a self-propelled kayaking trip instead. Morning is the best time to paddle or cruise, before the midday wind comes up on the lake.

			  Come afternoon, you won’t need your sea legs; it’s time to take a tour around all or part of the lakeshore. If you choose to drive your own car, circumnavigating the entire lake requires about three hours to cover the full 72 miles. Be sure to drive in a clockwise direction so you are always on the lake side of the highway. Or leave your car parked and choose from a few ecofriendly ways to see the lake: Take advantage of the Nifty Fifty Trolley, which offers narrated tours on open-sided buses that travel from Stateline to Emerald Bay and beyond, and you can get on and off as you please. Or go for a bike ride on the South Shore’s paved Pope-Baldwin Bike Path. Bike rentals are easy to come by, and the trail passes by several interesting sites, including the Tallac Historic Site and the Stream Profile Chamber, plus a few of the South Shore’s loveliest beaches.

			  You’ll need a big dinner after this day of exploring, so make a reservation at Scusa or Café Fiore and do a little carbo-loading on freshly made pasta. Afterward, cap off your day by soaking in the hot tubs at Nepheles.
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			    Nifty Fifty Trolley

		    



			  Day 3

			  When in Tahoe, it’s almost a prerogative that you go for a hike. If you’re not into high mileage and thigh-burning ascents, consider some of the easier trails around Lake Tahoe’s South Shore, such as the one-mile trail to Vikingsholm at Emerald Bay, or the similar-length path to Eagle Lake. Get an early start on either trail in order to beat the crowds to these deservedly popular destinations. Those inclined to more serious hiking have dozens of longer trails to choose from. Two excellent close-by options would be Mount Tallac or Middle Velma Lake. At the end of the day, you’ll probably want to wash the trail dust off and cool yourself down, so head over to Baldwin Beach and go for a swim in Lake Tahoe. Sure, it’s cold, but that’s what the locals call “refreshing.” To celebrate your last night on the South Shore, tonight’s dinner should be something spectacular, so score a reservation for Edgewood Tahoe or Evan’s and make a toast to another fine Tahoe day.
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				    Alpine Meadows

		    



				  
				    Dinner with a Lake View

				  Nothing makes food taste better than watching Tahoe’s gentle waves lapping on the shore, or the sun setting over the lake, or ducks bobbing along the water’s surface, or, well, you get the idea. Here are our choices for best meals served up with plenty of Lake Tahoe eye candy.
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				    view from Blue Water Bistro

			  	  



				  South Shore

				  
				    	
Edgewood Restaurant, Stateline: With a high, vaulted ceiling and big windows overlooking the lake, it’s hard to focus your eyes on the upscale continental-style menu.

					  	
Blue Water Bistro, South Lake Tahoe: Pick any seat in the upstairs dining room or choose a table outside on the pier and gaze at the lake’s azure waters as the sun sinks over the western mountains.

					  	
The Beacon, South Lake Tahoe: Order a Rum Runner and grab a spot under the umbrellas on the huge outdoor deck, which opens onto a sandy beach.

			    

				  North Shore

				  
				    	
Jason’s Beachside Grille, Kings Beach: Situated right next to the North Shore’s sands at Kings Beach State Recreation Area, Jason’s is a place for kicking back with a burger and watching the action on the beach.

					  	
Gar Woods Grill and Pier, Carnelian Bay: The lake view from Gar Wood’s outdoor deck is nothing short of divine, which is one reason why Sunday brunch is wildly popular in the summer months.

					  	
Jake’s on the Lake, Tahoe City: Peaceful marina and lake views and outdoor deck dining make this a great spot for happy hour. Order a mai tai or an Alpine Sunset and watch the sun go down.

					  	
Christy Hill, Tahoe City: The food has been lauded by Zagat and Bon Appétit, but the panoramic blue-water vista is what keeps diners coming back.

			    

				  West Shore

				  
				    	
Sunnyside, Tahoe City: Boasting the largest lakeside deck anywhere at Tahoe, Sunnyside’s casual atmosphere and grill menu keep diners of all ages happy.

					  	
Chambers Landing, Homewood: This charming river rock and wood-beamed pavilion enjoys a parklike setting right on the beach. A meal here feels like dining at your own private lakeside club.

			    

				  East Shore

				  
				    	
Lone Eagle Grille, Incline Village: This restaurant at Hyatt Regency Lake Tahoe Resort is best patronized at lunch or brunch, when diners can get the most out of its stellar waterfront location.

					  	
Big Water Grille, Incline Village: Perched high above the lake at an elevation of 6,700 feet, Big Water offers outstanding California cuisine and a top-of-the-world view of the lake.

			    

			  

				  
North Shore Winter Getaway


			  Fake a note from your doctor, email it to your boss, and turn your two-day ski or snowboard weekend into three days. Deep powder stashes are just waiting to be discovered on the North Shore, and you’re going to need adequate time to experience them all.

			  Day 1

			  You can’t say you’ve skied at Tahoe until you’ve schussed down the slopes at Squaw Valley USA, home of the 1960 Winter Olympics, so you might as well knock this world-famous resort off the list first. Squaw has it all—an extraordinary 4,000 acres of skiing terrain serviced by nearly three dozen chairlifts, including an aerial cable car and North America’s only high-speed Funitel. There’s ice skating at High Camp, night skiing on the 3.2-mile Mountain Run, multiple terrain parks, and all the snow you could ask for—an average 450 inches fall here each year. After your last run down KT-22, head to Mamasake at the Village at Squaw for bountiful servings of sushi and sake to take your mind off your burning thighs.

			  Day 2

			  Time for another big day on the slopes, and that means heading for another of the North Shore’s “steep and deep” resorts—Alpine Meadows or Sugar Bowl. Alpine has been rated one of America’s top 25 winter resorts by Skiing Magazine and is well loved for its wide variety of terrain, including deep powder, wide open bowls, and steep chutes. Sugar Bowl is the grande old dame of Tahoe resorts, having first opened in 1936. Try carving a few turns on its longest run, Crowley’s off Mount Lincoln, which is a whopping three miles long with a 1,500-foot vertical drop. Alternatively, if your legs need a rest from all the shredding you did yesterday, consider buying a lift ticket at Northstar-at-Tahoe instead and spending the day on its mellower blue runs.

			  No matter where you ski or ride, finish off your day with drinks and dinner in nearby Truckee. Try Cottonwood for a sophisticated meal or Tacos Jalisco if you just want to fill your empty belly with great, cheap Mexican food. After dinner, head over to Moody’s Bistro to listen to some jazz and swap stories with the bartender about your awesome day on the slopes.
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		      Skiers and riders enjoy great snow and big lake views from the North Shore’s ski resorts.

	  	    



			  Day 3

			  Now that you’ve skied or snowboarded at some of the North Shore’s megaresorts, it’s time to head for the locals’ favorite, Homewood. Sure, it doesn’t look like much from the road, but wait until you get up high and see all the runs heading down the back side of the mountain, and the stupendous lake views from the top of the chairlift. Perhaps best of all, a day on Homewood’s slopes won’t break the bank; the resort has some of the most reasonable lift ticket rates anywhere around the lake. To celebrate your good financial sense, après-ski get a table at Christy Hill or Wolfdale’s in Tahoe City and enjoy dinner and a view you will long remember. If you still have energy left after dessert, head over to one of the casinos in Stateline or Crystal Bay to catch an evening show.

			  The Nonskier’s Winter Wonderland

			  
			Your partner is addicted to skiing and snowboarding, and will spend his/her vacation pushing the envelope on double black diamond runs, terrain parks, and half-pipes. You, on the other hand, can never quite figure out how to gracefully dismount the chairlift and usually end your day at the resort’s first-aid station. Three words of advice: Give it up. There is plenty of other fun stuff to do in the snow at Lake Tahoe, and none of it will lead to you being strapped to a sled pulled by the ski patrol.

			  Day 1

			  Go snowshoeing. No experience is required; snowshoeing is as easy as walking, and rentals are a real bargain compared to skiing equipment. Beginners can snowshoe along the lakeshore at Camp Richardson and the Tallac Historic Site, around the meadow at Squaw Creek, or on easy trails at Spooner Lake. More experienced snowshoers can set off into the backcountry on a multitude of trails.

			  Day 2

			  Now that you’re feeling more confident in the snow, try cross-country skiing. Even those who shun the downhill slopes can have a great time cross-country skiing on beginner-level, flat trails. It’s a fun way for nonskiers to play in the snow without risking breaking a leg. Most people can learn the basics of cross-country skiing in about 30 minutes. Great places for beginners to get started with a lesson and rental package are Spooner Lake on the East Shore, Royal Gorge or Northstar-at-Tahoe near Truckee, Tahoe Cross-Country near Tahoe City, or Kirkwood Cross-Country at Carson Pass. You’ll be kicking and gliding like a pro in only a couple of hours.
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			    Kirkwood Cross-Country at Carson Pass

		    



			  Day 3

			  If you are feeling a bit tired from the last two days of snow play, let Trigger or Rover and their friends do the work of pulling you through the snow. Horse-drawn sleigh rides are available in Squaw Valley on the North Shore, and Camp Richardson and Stateline on the South Shore. Dogsled tours led by eager, panting huskies are available at the Resort at Squaw Creek and Sugar Bowl on the North Shore and Kirkwood in Carson Pass.
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			    dogsled tour at Kirkwood in Carson Pass

		    



			  Day 4

			  Go ice-skating in the morning and tubing in the afternoon. Ice-skating rinks are found at several locations around the lake; the best outdoor rinks are at Squaw Valley’s High Camp and Northstar-at-Tahoe. If you’d rather skate indoors where the weather is more predictable, the South Lake Tahoe Ice Arena is a popular regulation-size rink. For an afternoon of tubing or sledding, head to Hansen’s Resort in South Lake Tahoe or North Tahoe Regional Park in Tahoe Vista. Almost all of Lake Tahoe’s alpine ski resorts offer tubing or sledding, too.

			  Day 5

			  Do a little winter sightseeing. In the morning, ride the scenic cable car at Squaw Valley USA or the gondola at Heavenly. In the afternoon, take a sightseeing cruise aboard the Tahoe Queen or MS Dixie II stern-wheeler paddleboats. If it’s too cold on the upper deck, you can always enjoy the view from down below in one of the heated, enclosed cabins.

			  
			    [image: tahoe_17.jpg]			
			  
			    The Tahoe Queen sails into Emerald Bay.

		    



			  Day 6

			  Go snowmobiling. Hey, since there is horsepower involved, your adrenaline-addicted snowboarding spouse might even be willing to join you. No experience is required, and proper clothing (snowsuits, snow boots, and helmet) is often included in the tour fee. Snowmobiling tours are offered on the North Shore along the high ridges of Tahoe National Forest, on the South Shore above Zephyr Cove, and in the Blue Lakes area of Carson Pass.

			  
			    Top Picks for Families

				  Lake Tahoe has something for everyone, including the under-12 set and, yes, even the most jaded teenagers. If you’re on summer vacation with your kids, here are some suggested activities that every member of the family can enjoy.

				  
				    	
Best boat cruise: Tahoe Queen’s Family Fun Cruise, which has “Tahoe Tessie” on board to entertain the little ones. If your kids are older than 10 or so, go for a cruise on the Woodwind II sailboat instead, or take a ride on the blazing fast Tahoe Thunder.


					  	
Best food: Forego refined California cuisine and head for the kid-friendly Burger Lounge or Hard Rock Café on the South Shore, or Rosie’s Café in Tahoe City. 

					  	
Best after-dinner fun: On the South Shore, head over to Fallen Leaf Lake Campground for the evening ranger program. On the North Shore, head to Donner Memorial State Park for their evening campfire program. 

					  	
Best water fun: Head for the Tahoe City Y, where you can rent a raft and float lazily down the Truckee River to River Ranch Lodge. Jump out of the boat and go for a swim anywhere you wish, or pull up along the riverbank and have a picnic. 

					  	
Best snow-play fun: Soda Springs at Donner Summit is an old-fashioned ski resort that places just as much emphasis on tubing as it does on skiing. Kids can also hop on their very own pint-size snowmobiles and race around a circular track.

					  	
Best place to ride bikes: On the North Shore, pedal the five-mile Truckee River Recreation Trail that parallels the rolling river. On the South Shore, ride the Pope-Baldwin Bike Path.


					  	
Best playground: Take the kids over to Tahoe City’s Commons Beach, where a playground area includes a miniboulder for junior “rock climbers” ages six and older. Older kids can enjoy a dip in the lake.

					  	
Best place to tire out the kids: Spend a day at Squaw Valley USA. The resort offers ice-skating and swimming at High Camp Bath and Tennis Club, horseback riding, a ropes course (basically a huge jungle gym), two rock climbing walls, and the Skyjump Bungee Trampoline.

					  	
Best splurge: Buy the kids tickets for the Heavenly Flyer ZipRider, an 80-second-long thrill ride down Heavenly’s slopes at speeds approaching 50 miles per hour.

					  	
Best field trip: Take a drive to Nevada’s Virginia City, site of the 1860s Comstock gold- and silver-mining boom. The under-12 set will want to take a ride on the Virginia and Truckee Railroad and tour the underground mine in the Ponderosa Saloon; the whole family will enjoy strolling along the wooden sidewalks and imagining what this town was like in its heyday. 
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					    the swimming lagoon at Squaw Valley’s High Camp

				    

			  



			  
The Peak-Bagger


			  You’ve come to Lake Tahoe with a purpose. You have one week of vacation time, and you want to hike all of the Tahoe basin’s highest summits—a worthwhile mission, to be sure. Okay, lace up your boots, fill your pack with plenty of snacks and water, and let’s get climbing.

			  
			Day 1

			  Start with a warm-up peak, so you can get used to the high-elevation air around the lake. The lofty 9,235-foot summit of Ralston Peak is no slacker in the view department, but it can be reached with a “cheat” that will make your first day a breeze (compared to the rest of the week, anyway). Instead of hiking from the Ralston Peak Trailhead off Highway 50, take the boat taxi across Echo Lakes and follow the Pacific Crest Trail for 2.3 miles to the Ralston Trail, then head up to the summit. This 8.6-mile round-trip has a mere 1,800-foot elevation gain, and Ralston’s summit view is a stunner: Nearly a dozen lakes of the Desolation Wilderness are in sight, as well as mighty Pyramid Peak and Mount Tallac.

			  Day 2

			  So much for your easy day. Today, while you are still fresh, it’s time to tackle Mount Tallac. This mighty 9,735-foot summit that towers over the southwest shore may not be the tallest mountain around the lake, but it scores the highest marks for its summit view. Getting there is a bit of a butt-kicker, especially since the first two miles of the hike are deceptively easy. From the 2.1-mile mark at Cathedral Lake, the trail gains 2,100 feet in only 2.6 miles—a grade that gives pause to even the fittest of hikers. The entire hike is 9.4 miles round-trip with a 3,400-foot elevation gain. But there’s a reason that hundreds of hikers make this trip every summer weekend: The summit view is remarkable, taking in Lake Tahoe, Emerald Bay, Fallen Leaf Lake, the lake-filled basins of the Desolation Wilderness, and distinctive Ralston and Pyramid peaks. Unless the wind is fierce on top, you won’t want to give up your summit perch anytime soon.

			  
			    [image: tahoe_13.jpg]			
			  
			    the view from the summit of 9,735-foot Mount Tallac

		    



			  Day 3

			  Since you are still on the south side of the lake, and to rest up a bit from your day at Tallac, head for the summit of Echo Peak above Upper Angora Lake. The trail to the lake is one of the easiest hikes in existence around Lake Tahoe. Make sure you enjoy a glass of lemonade at the Angora Lakes Resort before beginning the attack on Echo Peak, elevation 8,588 feet, which is more than 1,200 feet higher, but accessible in about a mile. You’ll long remember the merciless grade on this short stretch, but you’ll also remember the visual reward—a 360-degree panorama that includes the Echo Lakes, Fallen Leaf Lake, Lake Tahoe, and numerous other lakes and peaks in the Desolation Wilderness.

			  Day 4

			  Enough with the easy stuff. Today is the day to bag Granite Chief, and getting there is no picnic. Follow the Granite Chief Trail from Squaw Valley and then the Pacific Crest Trail south, and you’ll make it to the summit in 5.5 miles with a 2,800-foot elevation gain (11 miles round-trip). And no, you can’t cheat and take the Squaw Valley cable car to the ridge. Granite Chief’s summit, elevation 9,086 feet, offers a head-swiveling vista of neighboring peaks—Tinker Knob, Castle Peak, Needle Peak, Twin Peaks, and the jagged Crystal Range in the Desolation Wilderness. Yes, you can see Lake Tahoe, also.

			  Day 5

			  With luck, your peak-bagging vacation just happens to coincide with the summer wildflower bloom, because your next hike passes through acres of flower fields. Start at the West Shore’s Twin Peaks Trailhead for the Tahoe Rim Trail and follow an initially mellow course along Ward Creek, which becomes increasingly steep as you go. After six miles one-way and a 2,400-foot elevation gain, you’ll be standing on the eastern summit of Twin Peaks, elevation 8,878 feet. Easily identifiable landmarks include Granite Chief, Tinker Knob, Mount Rose, Freel Peak, and Mount Tallac, amid a host of lesser-known peaks and precipices. Heck, while you’re up here, you might as well bag the western summit of Twin Peaks, too.

			  Day 6

			  Castle Peak beckons, and you must answer the call. You can hike to this summit via a shorter path (5.4 miles round-trip) on a dirt road from the north side of I-80 near Boreal Ridge, or a longer route (9.4 miles round-trip) from the south side of I-80. Take your pick. The elevation gain is about 2,100 feet. The throat of an ancient volcano, the multiturreted summit of 9,103-foot Castle Peak provides a horizon-expanding view, reaching as far as the Diablo Range 100 miles to the west and equally as far to the north. No matter which way you go, the trail is relatively easy until you reach Castle Pass; from there the last 1.2 miles to the top are memorably steep. The eastern turret of the “castle” is the highest summit.

			  Day 7

			  Hope you have some cool temperatures today, because you are heading for the volcanic summit of 10,778-foot Mount Rose, and much of the route is treeless, waterless, and exposed. The 10-mile round-trip has a meager 2,300-foot elevation gain, which sounds quite manageable until you realize that the vast majority of that gain occurs in the final 2.6 miles to the summit. The final half mile is the most challenging, partly because of the high-elevation air and partly because of the exposed volcanic terrain. But on clear days, the summit view spreads so far and wide that it is easy to pick out Mount Lassen, nearly 100 miles to the north.
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			    wildflowers at Mount Rose

		    



			  When you have finished your hike, drive back down the Mount Rose Highway to the Big Water Grille above Incline Village. Enjoy a few drinks at the bar and pat yourself on the back for being such a fine mountaineer.

			  
		    The Adrenaline Junkie 

			    You spend all week in an office cubicle shuffling papers and answering emails. In an average day, the biggest risk you take is driving in rush-hour traffic while simultaneously talking on your cell phone. It’s time for your Tahoe vacation, and you want to experience some genuine thrills. You came to the right place. Fuel up with a few shots of espresso, and let’s get started.

			    Day 1

			  Get on your mountain bike (or rent one, if yours is at home) and pedal the world-famous Flume Trail on Tahoe’s East Shore. Since it’s your first day of vacation, you probably don’t want to go crazy and ride the entire bloodcurdling 24-mile loop, so instead arrange a shuttle pickup with the Spooner Lake Outdoor Company and ride the trail point to point, an adrenaline-inducing 13 miles. Along the way, watch out for the 1,600-foot near-vertical drop-offs.

			  Day 2

			  Since you spent so much time ogling the lake from the Flume Trail yesterday, today’s the day to get out on the water. Have you ever wondered what it feels like to fly 2,000 feet in the air, being dragged on a towrope behind a fast-moving boat? Ever wonder what would happen if the driver let go of the rope? You’ll find out when you go for a boat-launched hang-gliding ride courtesy of Adventure Ambassadors at Tahoe Vista Recreation Area. Luckily, you don’t have to go solo on this one—you’ll fly tandem with a certified instructor—but it’s still plenty exciting.

			  Day 3

			  Today is the day to feel nothing but air under your feet and experience the absolute thrill of hanging onto a rock wall with only your fingers and toes (okay, you’ll be roped in, but the psychological effect is similar). Sign up with the Tahoe Adventure Company or Alpine Skills International for one of their beginning rock climbing classes on Lover’s Leap, a chunk of granite that rises 600 feet straight up from the American River. You’ll be performing all kinds of vertical acrobatics in the time it takes to say “on belay.”

			  Day 4

			  Another day on the lake. Start by getting up at the crack of dawn to go for a 5 a.m. hot-air balloon flight. Your one-hour ride will take you as high as 2,500 feet above the lake’s surface, providing dizzying views of the Tahoe basin. You may find yourself wondering just how much control the pilot really has. If floating along in the atmosphere proves too tame for you, after the postflight champagne toast head over to Timber Cove Marina to feel some g-forces aboard the Tahoe Thunder. This is the fastest tour speedboat on the lake, boasting over 800 horsepower. You’ll come away with a new understanding of the word fast.

			  Day 5

			  Time to get back on the mountain bike. If you love the feel of gravity-induced speed, you’ll love Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride, a.k.a., the Saxon Creek Trail. This is the South Shore’s most famous (or infamous) ride, which features an extremely technical, obstacle-ridden downhill stretch suitable for advanced riders only. Be sure to bring along your first-aid kit.

			  Day 6

			  Head over to the Truckee River for a day of rafting, and not the leisurely, floating kind that everyone does on the stretch from Tahoe City to River Ranch. Instead, sign up for a guided trip on the Lower Truckee River, which offers Class II and III rapids almost all summer long. Compared to what you’ve been doing all week, this white water will probably seem fairly mild, but maybe that will help to ease the transition back to your boring, no-thrills office job. Sorry, but it had to happen sometime. Vacation’s over, but here’s the good news: It’s time to start planning for next year.

		      
[image: tahoe_19.jpg]
			  
			
			  rafting on the Truckee River

		    



		    
		      Best Places to Take a Dip

			    Sure, the water is icy cold, but one look at the azure blue waters of Lake Tahoe, and you’ll want to dive in anyway. Best bets:

		      
		        	
North Shore: Speedboat Beach, near Cal-Neva Casino at Stateline. Large boulders and white sand.

			      	
West Shore: D. L. Bliss State Park, 17 miles south of Tahoe City. Hands down the loveliest beach at Lake Tahoe.

			      	
South Shore: Baldwin Beach, four miles north of the South Lake “Y.” Very shallow water along the shore actually makes the temperature reasonable for swimming.

			      	
East Shore: Sand Harbor, 2.5 miles south of Incline Village. Of course it's crowded, but it's worth it, with miles of delicate white sand and plenty of picnic areas. Or drive another 2.5 miles south to access a steep trail leading to Secret Cove/Chimney Beach, a string of exquisite coves. You might get an anatomy lesson here; clothing optional is the order of the day.
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Plunging waterfalls, stark granite, alpine lakes, pristine meadows, giant sequoia trees, and raging rivers–you’ll find them all in Yosemite National Park. From Yosemite Valley’s famous waterfalls–which are ranked among the tallest in the world–to the towering granite domes and glistening meadows of Tioga Pass, Yosemite is a place that can only be described in superlatives. At 1,169 square miles and 750,000 acres, the park is nearly the size of Rhode Island, and one of the most popular national parks in the United States, visited by more than 3.5 million people each year.

Set aside as a national park in 1890, Yosemite is a place that is synonymous with scenery. The seven-mile-long Yosemite Valley is known the world over as an incomparable natural wonder, with its 3,000-foot granite walls and leaping waterfalls. It is estimated that more than half of the park’s visitors see only Yosemite Valley when they travel to Yosemite, even though the Valley makes up less than one percent of the park. Beyond the Valley lies the pristine high country of Tioga Pass Road and Tuolumne Meadow’s subalpine expanse, bordered by precipitous mountain summits and granite domes. To the northwest lies Hetch Hetchy, a reservoir in a valley considered to be a twin of Yosemite Valley. To the south is Glacier Point with its picture-postcard vistas, and the marvels of the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias–the largest living trees on earth.
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In addition to all its scenic wonders, Yosemite is a park that is ideally suited for outdoor recreation. From rock climbing to horseback riding, from camping to hiking, the vast majority of Yosemite travelers come to this park to play outside in its mountain landscape. With more than 800 miles of paths to walk, hikers can choose from short-and-easy jaunts to world-class destinations like Sentinel Dome and Vernal Fall, intense treks to the summits of Half Dome or Clouds Rest, or a wealth of moderate trails in between the two extremes.

Last but certainly not least, Yosemite is a park for nature study. Whether you are captivated by the secrets of its glacier-carved rocks, the poetry of the evening light on Half Dome, or the adorable antics of a chipmunk at your campsite, you’ll find that a visit to Yosemite sparks a deep sense of curiosity and wonder about the natural world. It has done so for as long as humans have inhabited its landscape; it will continue to do so for as long as we continue to preserve and protect it.
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Planning Your Trip

  
WHERE TO GO

  
Yosemite Valley

  The majority of park visitors spend their time in Yosemite Valley. This is where most of the park’s lodgings and restaurants are located, where most guided tours take place, and where a wealth of organized activities happen daily: ranger walks, biking, art classes, photography seminars, and more. The Valley is also a geologic marvel: Yosemite’s world-famous waterfalls drop from the Valley rim. El Capitan, the largest single piece of granite rock on earth, and Half Dome, one of the most photographed landmarks in the West, are both located here.



  
Wawona and Glacier Point

  In southern Yosemite, near the hamlet of Wawona, are two of Yosemite’s premier attractions: the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias and Glacier Point. The Mariposa Grove boasts several hundred giant trees. Glacier Point is a drive-to overlook that offers one of the best views in the West, encompassing all the major granite landmarks of Yosemite Valley and the surrounding high country. History lovers will enjoy Wawona, with its historic buildings at the Pioneer Yosemite History Center and 19th-century Wawona Hotel.



  
Tioga Pass and Tuolumne Meadows

  The Tuolumne Meadows region is ideal for hikers and backpackers. At an elevation of 8,600 feet, Tuolumne Meadows is one of the park’s most photographed regions. Its wide, grassy expanse is bound by high granite domes and peaks. Trails lead to alpine lakes set below the spires of Cathedral Peak and Unicorn Peak, to roaring waterfalls on the Tuolumne River, and to the summits of lofty granite domes with commanding vistas of the high country. Visitor services are few and far between here, but hikers, campers, and nature lovers will be in their element.
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  Tuolumne Meadows is popular with hikers and backpackers.
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Hetch Hetchy

  Hetch Hetchy, a granite-walled valley similar in appearance to Yosemite Valley, was flooded in 1923 to create a water supply for the city of San Francisco. Today it is the least-visited region of the park, and offers no visitor services. In the spring, Hetch Hetchy’s waterfalls spill over its massive cliffs. Wildflowers bloom April–June. Visitors make day trips here to admire the enormous O’Shaughnessy Dam or hike along the edges of its reservoir. Backpackers come to Hetch Hetchy for its access to Yosemite’s backcountry and its solitude.



  
The Eastern Sierra

  The Eastern Sierra is an outdoor-lover’s playground: skiers and snowboarders swoosh down mountain slopes, hikers and mountain bikers explore miles of trails, anglers cast into crystal-clear streams and rivers, scenery lovers and photographers enjoy alpine lakes backed by granite cliffs. The region hosts two major mountain resorts, Mammoth Lakes and June Lake, and unusual destinations such as Bodie State Historic Park, a historic gold rush ghost town; and Mono Lake, a 700,000-year-old saline lake.





  
WHEN TO GO

  Optimize your experience in Yosemite by planning your visit for the low season, or at least be prepared for crowds if you visit in the high season (May–Sept.). Summer weekends are the busiest days and best avoided, especially in Yosemite Valley.

  Spring is a wonderful time for visiting Yosemite Valley, when its famous waterfalls are at their peak flow. First-time visitors would do well to time their initial Yosemite trip for April or May, when the Valley is at its most photogenic and the waterfalls are shimmering whitewater cascades.

  Summer (June–Oct.) is when Yosemite’s high country (Glacier Point, Tuolumne Meadows, and Tioga Pass) is open and accessible, so you have the most options for hiking and sightseeing. In most years all park roads are open by early June. Glacier Point Road, Tioga Pass Road, and the Mariposa Grove Road may close as early as November 1.

  Autumn is also a fine time to visit Yosemite, even though most of the Valley’s famous waterfalls will have run dry. The show of fall colors on the Valley floor and the chance for solitude in this well-loved park are worthy reasons to visit.
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  El Capitan towers above Yosemite Valley.
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  Winter is the quietest season in Yosemite and a favorite of many.




  Winter is the quietest season in Yosemite. Lowest visitation levels are recorded November–March, except for the holidays. Many Yosemite fans think it’s the best time of the year. Visitors can see Yosemite Valley or the giant sequoias crowned in snow, ice skate on an outdoor rink with Half Dome as a backdrop, and ski and snowboard at Badger Pass.



  
BEFORE YOU GO

  No matter when you go, it’s unwise to travel to Yosemite at any time of year without checking on current conditions. Weather, rockfalls, fire, and other natural occurrences in this constantly changing landscape can affect driving routes and lodging options. To get the most current information, phone 209/372-0200.

  Several other websites and phone numbers can help you plan your trip. For park accommodations, tours, events, and organized activities, contact DNC Parks and Resorts at Yosemite (801/559-4884 or 801/559-5000, www.yosemitepark.com). For campground reservations within the park, contact the reservations office (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov).

  
What to Take

  Far and away the most important item you can bring on your Yosemite vacation is a reservation for lodging or a campsite. Show up without a reservation during the busy season (May–Sept.) or the winter holidays, and you could face an ordeal. Also, if you have your heart set on climbing Half Dome, you’ll need to secure a Half Dome day-hike permit far in advance.

  

  A few personal items to pack are hiking boots or sturdy shoes for walking, and a small day pack or fanny pack. It’s also wise to bring a variety of clothing for layering. Weather changes constantly in Yosemite, even in summer; it’s smart to pack rain gear, jackets, and clothes for both warm and cool weather, even though you may spend your entire vacation in shorts and a T-shirt.

  In winter, always carry chains for your car tires, even if you have a four-wheel-drive vehicle. Chains can be required on any park road at any time, and that’s federal law.
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If you are planning to hike much in Yosemite, don’t forget your best-fitting boots and pack.







PARK FEES AND PASSES

  The entrance fee to Yosemite National Park is $20 per vehicle (car, RV, truck, etc.) and it’s good for a seven-day stay. You are given a receipt, which you must show any time you pass through one of the park’s five entrance stations. But before you fork over 20 bucks, consider Yosemite’s other fee options:
  

  
  	
Yosemite Pass: For $40, you are given a plastic card that provides entrance to Yosemite for one year.

  	
Interagency Annual Pass: For $80, this plastic card provides entrance to all national parks and federal recreation sites in the United States for one year. Also called the “America the Beautiful” pass.

	
Interagency Senior Pass: For $10, seniors 62 and older can buy a lifetime version of the America the Beautiful Pass.








Explore Yosemite

  
THE HARDCORE HIKER

  You’ve come to Yosemite with a purpose. You have one week of vacation time and you want to hike all of the park’s most notable trails—a worthwhile mission, to be sure. Okay, lace up your boots, fill your pack with snacks and water, and let’s get started.

  
Day 1

  Better begin with something fairly easy, since you’ll probably need to adjust to the high mountain altitude. Go to Yosemite Lodge first thing in the morning and pay for a one-way ticket on a tour bus to Glacier Point. The bus will drop you off at the point and you’ll hike the Panorama Trail and Mist Trail back down to Yosemite Valley. The 8.5-mile one-way hike is mostly downhill, but that doesn’t make it easy. Your knees will get a workout with 3,200 feet of descent along the way, plus one uphill stretch, which gains 760 feet over 1.5 miles. But the scenery makes it all worthwhile. You’ll hike past three major waterfalls—Illilouette, Nevada, and Vernal—and through miles of picture postcard–quality Sierra scenery.



  
Day 2

  You’re feeling good. Better do another high-elevation hike, just to make sure your lungs are ready for your big Half Dome day (tomorrow). Head up to Tuolumne Meadows and take the classic high-country hike to Cathedral Lakes. This 7.4-mile round-trip has a 1,000-foot elevation gain on the way to two glacial cirque lakes, which are set below 10,840-foot Cathedral Peak. Don’t forget your camera. The scenery, needless to say, is stunning.
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  Hundreds of Yosemite hikers answer Half Dome’s call every summer day.




  

  
Day 3

  Okay, you’re ready for Half Dome. You will need to have secured a permit in advance for this trip, and summer permits are usually sold out several months in advance. Start as early in the morning as you can, because you have 17 miles ahead of you and a whopping 4,800 feet of elevation gain. This hike is no picnic, but complaining or whining is unbecoming of a hiker of your stature. Start at Happy Isles (ride the free shuttle bus or walk there from Curry Village) and proceed up the Mist Trail past Vernal and Nevada Falls. Above Nevada Fall, take the left turnoff for Half Dome. The trail is relatively easy to follow from this point (you’ve completed about half of the ascent already) until you reach the infamous steel cables that run up the back of the dome. It takes two hands and two feet to haul yourself up the cables, ascending 440 feet of nearly vertical granite.



  
Day 4

  An easy day is in order here. You’ve earned it. Today you’ll put together a smorgasbord of short hikes from Glacier Point Road. Start with the trails to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point, both 2.2-mile round-trips that begin at a trailhead one mile before the end of the road. Then, if you still feel energetic, hike to McGurk Meadow from its trailhead farther west on Glacier Point Road (7.5 miles from the Chinquapin turnoff). It’s only one mile to the pristine meadow, so you might as well continue another 2.5 miles to Dewey Point, one of the most fantastic viewpoints of Yosemite Valley possible in the park.
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  Gaylor Peak rises above Gaylor Lake in the Tioga Pass area.
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  Clouds Rest, seen on the left, rises 1,000 feet above Half Dome, on the right.






  
Day 5

  Time for another epic hike. The summit of Clouds Rest beckons, and it’s 1,000 feet higher than Half Dome, with an even better view. The hike is 14 miles round-trip from the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead on Tioga Pass Road. The good news is that the total elevation gain is only 2,300 feet, so it’s much easier than Half Dome. The final summit ascent travels along a series of granite “pancakes” and is downright breathtaking. Be sure to stop at Sunrise Lakes for a swim on your way back to the trailhead. Ah, that cold water feels good on your weary body.



  
Day 6

  So many hikes, so little time. Your week is coming to a close and you haven’t yet climbed North Dome, Half Dome’s neighbor—right across Tenaya Canyon. This 9.0-mile round-trip is going to seem easy after all you’ve done so far, but wow—the North Dome view is sublime. It offers the best possible perspective on Half Dome of any summit in the park, plus a chance to visit Indian Rock, the only granite arch in Yosemite.



  
Day 7

  It’s your last day in Yosemite, and time to prove your worth as a true mountaineer. You’re heading for the 13,053-foot summit of Mount Dana, and after a week of hiking, the high elevation is no longer a problem for you. The grade on this trail, well, that’s a different matter. This rather brutal hike gains 3,100 feet spread out over a mere three miles. It’s slow going, to say the least. Start at the Tioga Pass entrance station and hike southeast on the obvious use trail. You’ll climb all the way to Dana Plateau at 11,600 feet, where it’s wise to take a rest. Another mile and 1,500 feet of elevation gain await, but the hard work is completely worth it. Your reward is one of the finest views in the Sierra, encompassing Mono Lake, Ellery and Saddlebag Lakes, Tuolumne Meadows, and an untold wealth of high peaks. After a week like this, it’s time to pat yourself on the back for being such a fine mountaineer.





  
TOP 10 THINGS TO DO IN YOSEMITE

  At 1,169 square miles, Yosemite is a big park–so big that it can be daunting for first-time visitors. Here’s where to go in the park to find popular features and recreation opportunities:
  

  
  	
Waterfalls: Yosemite Valley or Hetch Hetchy Valley (but don’t wait until August, when the mighty waterfalls dwindle to a trickle–visit in April, May, or June).

  	
Giant Sequoias: Wawona’s Mariposa Grove is the largest and most popular sequoia grove. Along Highway 120, you’ll find Merced Grove (near Big Oak Flat) and Tuolumne Grove (near Crane Flat).

  	
Day-Hiking Trails: The most popular, and crowded, trails are located in Yosemite Valley. A vast selection of day-hiking trails, many offering a better chance at solitude, are found on Glacier Point Road and in the Tioga Pass Road/Tuolumne Meadows area. For the fewest crowds, head for the Eastern Sierra region just outside of Yosemite National Park.

  	
Backpacking Trails: The majority of backpackers set out from Tuolumne Meadows or Yosemite Valley. Much less traveled backpacking trails are found in the Hetch Hetchy region and in the south part of the park, near Wawona.

  	
Rock Climbing: The centerpiece for rock climbing in Yosemite is Yosemite Valley, where granite walls tower thousands of feet high. Tioga Pass Road is also popular for climbers, especially in the areas near Tenaya Lake and Tuolumne Meadows.

  	
Horseback Riding: Stables offering guided horse and/or mule rides are located in Yosemite Valley, Wawona, Tuolumne Meadows, and at several locations in the Eastern Sierra.

  	
Alpine Lakes: Tioga Pass Road offers access to the greatest number of Yosemite lakes, both by car and on foot. The Eastern Sierra, just east of Tioga Pass, is also marked by an abundance of lakes.

  	
Fishing: Best bets for fishing are in Wawona, along Tioga Pass Road, and in the Eastern Sierra. Many consider the Eastern Sierra to be the trout capital of California.

  	
Bicycling: If you are bringing a bike, be sure to ride the Yosemite Valley bike path in Yosemite Valley. Riding on national park hiking trails is forbidden, but mountain biking opportunities are plentiful in the Eastern Sierra.

  	
Scenic Drive-to Overlooks: No visitor should miss taking in the spectacular views from three drive-to overlooks in Yosemite National Park: Glacier Point at the east end of Glacier Point Road, Inspiration Point at Wawona Tunnel, and Olmsted Point on Tioga Pass Road.
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  Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias






  
IF YOU ONLY HAVE ONE DAY

  There is a famous story about a Yosemite visitor who goes up to a park ranger and asks, “I’m only visiting the park for one day. How should I spend my time?”

  And the ranger replies, “If I only had one day in Yosemite, I would sit right down and have myself a good cry.”

  Certainly it’s not ideal to spend only one day in Yosemite, but if that’s the way your vacation is scheduled, you better dry your tears and get busy.

  First, you’ll need to limit your travels to one small portion of the park. For most visitors, the portion of choice is Yosemite Valley. During the busy season, it’s smart to park your car in the Valley as soon as possible after your arrival and choose from these transportation options: (1) Pay for a guided tour on the open-air tram that leaves from Yosemite Lodge. (2) Rent a bicycle at Yosemite Lodge or Curry Village and ride the paved bike paths in the Valley. (3) Design your own tour of the Valley by walking and riding the free Valley shuttle bus. The option you choose will determine your itinerary.
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  an inviting sandy beach along the Merced River in Yosemite Valley




  The open-air tram tours travel all over the Valley and are narrated by an interpreter. You’re not stuck in an enclosed bus; you’re out in the open, smelling the Valley air and getting a much better view than you’d have from your car windshield. Tours last about two hours and are highly informative.

  On a bicycle, you can easily visit Lower Yosemite Fall and Mirror Lake (you’ll park your bike at the trailheads for both destinations and walk a short distance). You can also tour a large expanse of the Valley, including stops at the visitors center and Yosemite Village or Curry Village for water and snacks.

  On foot, and by taking short hops on the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus, you can see all of the Valley’s famous sights. However, this requires a little more map-reading and planning than the other options.

  If possible, leave enough time in your one Yosemite day to take a drive to Glacier Point. You can do so in your own car, or ride the tour bus that leaves from Yosemite Lodge. The ideal time to be at Glacier Point is at sunset, when Half Dome turns pink from the bottom up, but the view from the point will knock your socks off at any time of day.

  To capture the essence of Yosemite, try to squeeze in at least one hike during your stay. A few easy-to-moderate hikes recommended for short-stay visitors are the trails to May Lake and Lembert Dome on Tioga Pass Road, and the trails to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point on Glacier Point Road. In Yosemite Valley, make sure you take the short walks to Lower Yosemite Fall and Bridalveil Fall (each walk is less than a half mile). If you have a little more time in the Valley and don’t mind hiking with a crowd, take the spectacular Mist Trail to the top of Vernal Fall.



  
YOSEMITE FOR KIDS

  You may be enthralled by Yosemite’s scenery—waterfalls leaping thousands of feet over granite cliffs, giant sequoias as wide as your living room, delicate wildflowers painting grassy meadows with a kaleidoscope of color—but your kids may be a tougher audience. Let’s face it, children like different stuff than adults like. And as much as we try to expose our kids to grown-up fun, sometimes it’s a good idea to cater to a kid’s idea of fun. Fortunately, there are plenty of family-friendly activities in Yosemite. Here’s a five-day itinerary that includes lots of fun kid stuff.

  
Day 1

  In the morning, rent bikes at the Curry Village Recreation Center and ride around Yosemite Valley. With 12 miles of smooth, level paths to pedal, bikes are a great equalizer between children and adults. If your kids are too young to ride on their own, parents can rent bikes with kid trailers attached. When you return the bikes to Curry Village, trade them in for an inflatable raft, life jackets, and paddles. You’ll put in to the Merced River near Curry Village, then float three miles downstream, where a shuttle bus returns you to your starting point. For dinner, get an extra-large pizza at Curry Village and sit outside on the patio. (Bike rentals are available most of the year; rafting is usually only possible in June and July when the river is at a safe level and flow.)



  
Day 2

  Go for a hike. But forget the crowded trails on the Valley floor, and head instead for the quieter trails off Glacier Point Road. The easy trails to Taft Point and Sentinel Dome make good family hikes; each one is only 2.2 miles round-trip. After your hike, get a hot dog or baked potato at the Glacier Point Snack Stand to replenish the kids’ calorie stores, then hang around and gaze at the view from Glacier Point. If you pack along a picnic, you can have dinner at Glacier Point, then stay for the sunset and evening ranger talk. On many nights, amateur astronomers set up telescopes for stargazing.



  
Day 3

  Experience the ultimate in family bonding by signing up the whole brood for an introduction to rock climbing class. Yosemite Mountaineering School guides offer instruction suitable for beginners of all ages. After an exhausting but fun day learning the basics of climbing, go see a live show at the Yosemite Valley Theater (kids’ tickets are discounted).
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  the Bachelor and the Three Graces, Mariposa Grove
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  The level paths of Yosemite Valley are perfect for young cyclists.






  
Day 4

  Take a drive to the south end of the park, where even the most jaded kids will be duly impressed by the size of the giant sequoias in the Mariposa Grove. If your kids don’t want to hike, buy tickets for the open-air tram that tours the big trees (again, kids’ tickets are discounted). After being suitably awed by the sequoias, take a trip through history at the Pioneer History Center in Wawona. Kids will love the carriage rides in horse-drawn wagons. Finish out the afternoon with a swim in the South Fork Merced River. If it’s a Sunday, head to the Wawona Hotel for the weekly barbecue dinner and dance outside on the lawn. Kids of all ages will want to take part in the square dance; even novice “do-si-doers” will figure out the basics in no time.



  
Day 5

  Sign up for a two-hour morning horseback ride at the Yosemite Valley Stables. Then, head for the Yosemite Art and Education Center in Yosemite Valley and have the kids take part in free children’s watercolor classes, held every Tuesday and Sunday afternoon. Finish out the day by heading to El Capitan Meadow, where with a pair of binoculars your kids can watch the rock climbers on El Cap.





  
THE WATERFALL LOVER

  People come from all over the world to get a negative-ion fix from the plentiful waterfalls in Yosemite National Park. But there’s a catch: Show up in mid- to late summer and your waterfall fantasies may be all dried up. Waterfall aficionados should time their Yosemite visit for April, May, or June, the months during which 75 percent of the high country’s snowmelt occurs, producing powerful cascades of water. Here is a suggested five-day spring waterfall tour.

  
Day 1

  Start with Yosemite Valley’s waterfalls, which are easily seen by walking, driving your car, riding the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus, riding a bike, or any combination of the above. Bridalveil Fall and Lower Yosemite Fall are obvious must-sees, but don’t miss some of the Valley’s lesser known falls. At the overlook for Bridalveil Fall, turn directly around and you’ll see Ribbon Fall pouring off the north rim of the alley. Look for Sentinel Fall on the south canyon wall, roughly across from Yosemite Falls, just west of Sentinel Rock. Behind Curry Village, Staircase Falls skips its way down the stairstepped cliff below Glacier Point. If you have time, drive partway up the Big Oak Flat Road toward Crane Flat, where Cascade Falls drops just west of the tunnels. Or visit its final drop to the Valley floor near Cascades Picnic Area, 2.8 miles east of the Arch Rock entrance on Highway 140.
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  Yosemite Falls in springtime
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  Illilouette Fall






  
Day 2

  Hike the Panorama Trail from Glacier Point down to Yosemite Valley (it’s an 8.5-mile one-way trek; you’ll need to catch the tour bus at Yosemite Lodge in the morning to deliver you to the trail’s start). Just two miles downhill from Glacier Point you’ll come to the lip of 370-foot Illilouette Fall. Keep going and an hour or so later you’ll reach the brink of Nevada Fall, then finally Vernal Fall. It is an absolutely dizzying experience to stand at the railing-lined overlooks on top of these two falls and stare down into the powerful plunge of white water below.
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  From April to June, Chilnualna Falls puts on a show.






  
Day 3

  Head to Hetch Hetchy Valley to see its spectacular free-leaping falls. Tueeulala and Wapama Falls can be seen via an easy-to-moderate 4.8-mile round-trip hike along the edge of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. Park near the dam, walk across it, then follow the trail through a tunnel and along the north edge of the reservoir. You’ll cross over the flow of both falls on a series of sturdy bridges.



  
Day 4

  Drive to the south part of the park to see a few lesser-visited falls. Hike the 8.0-mile round-trip trail to Chilnualna Falls located near Wawona.



  
Day 5

  Waterfall lovers can’t leave Yosemite without a trip to the top of the highest waterfall in North America, 2,425-foot Yosemite Falls. Start hiking at the trailhead behind Camp 4 and after 3.6 miles and 2,700 feet of elevation gain, you’re at the railed overlook that is perched alongside the brink of this behemoth.

  For waterfall fans who are unlucky enough to miss the prime falling-water season in Yosemite, there’s still hope. July and August park visitors can enjoy a waterfall-laden hike along the Tuolumne River that leads past four falls: Tuolumne, California, LeConte, and finally Waterwheel. The trailhead is on Tioga Pass Road near Lembert Dome and Soda Springs, and the trail is not usually accessible until July 1 each year, due to snow and wet conditions. This epic hike is a whopping 16 miles round-trip, but with only 1,900 feet of elevation change. The good news is that you don’t have to hike the entire distance to enjoy some of the falls. The first one, Tuolumne Falls, is located only 4.5 miles from the trailhead.
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  Nevada Fall








  
KICKING BACK IN YOSEMITE

  It seems that most people come to Yosemite to hike, bike, rock climb, ski, snowshoe, and otherwise find ways to expend calories and strengthen their quadriceps. But what’s there to do if you want a more laid-back vacation—the kind that doesn’t involve sweating and breathing hard? Here’s a four-day itinerary that pays homage to the under-appreciated art of relaxing.

  
Day 1

  Take a ride on an open-air tram through Yosemite Valley. The two-hour Valley Floor Tour is educational, interesting, and fun, and you can feel good about not destroying the ozone layer by driving your own car. Buy tickets and start the tour at Yosemite Lodge in Yosemite Valley. In the busy summer months, it is best to show up right after breakfast to see if you can get tickets for that day. Afterwards, rent bikes at Yosemite Lodge or Curry Village and cruise around Yosemite Valley on its 12 miles of paved bike paths. Sound like too much work? Absolutely not. The Valley bike paths are so flat that the rental bikes don’t even have gears. You’ll spend most of your time coasting.



  
Day 2

  Drive your own car or get tickets for the tour bus that heads to the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias in the south part of the park. Some of the best and biggest giant trees are near the parking lot, so you won’t have to walk more than a few hundred feet to get a look at them. If you want to see more, take the open-air tram tour that travels the length of the grove. You can buy your tickets and board the tram right at the parking lot. And if you’re feeling particularly ambitious, you can ride the tram to the top of the grove, then disembark and walk back—it’s all downhill, so there’s no heavy breathing required. At the end of the day, head back to Yosemite Valley and attend the evening program at the Yosemite Valley Theater or Yosemite Lodge’s amphitheater.
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  Tuolumne Meadows is bounded by high granite domes.
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  moonrise seen from Glacier Point on the Stargazing Tour






  
Day 3

  Slow things down a bit by heading for one of Yosemite’s great swimming holes. Sure, you could pay a few bucks and just hang out by the pool at Yosemite Lodge at the Falls, but it’s more relaxing to sit the soft sand alongside the Merced River at Sentinel Beach or Cathedral Rock picnic areas and gaze at Yosemite Valley’s spectacular scenery. Don’t forget your lawn chair and a book. If you’re staying on the south side of the park, try out the swimming holes on the South Fork Merced River in Wawona. At day’s end, you’ll probably be thirsty from spending so much time in the sun, so head to the Ahwahnee Bar—unlike the restaurant, there’s no dress code here—or the Wawona Hotel for some refreshing libations.



  
Day 4

  Take a drive or ride the tour bus to Glacier Point. This is world-class Sierra scenery that you’d expect to have to go backpacking for days to find, but it’s completely accessible just by driving your car. And no visit to Glacier Point would be complete with getting an ice cream at the Glacier Point snack stand, then having it melt all over your hand while you gaze at the view of Half Dome, Vernal and Nevada Falls, and the crest of Yosemite’s high country. If you make reservations in advance, you can enjoy a visit to Glacier Point as part of the park’s Glacier Point Stargazing Tour. The bus leaves Yosemite Valley in the early evening and arrives at Glacier Point before darkness falls, so you have a chance to take in the spectacular view. After dark, you’ll enjoy a one-hour astronomy program, then be chauffeured back down to the Valley.





  
A WINTER WONDERLAND

  Many seasoned Yosemite visitors insist that the best time to see the park is in winter. Rates drop considerably at park lodgings. Crowds are nonexistent. Think you’ll miss out on Yosemite’s scenic beauty by visiting in the colder months of the year? Just take a look at some of Ansel Adams’s photographs and you’ll see that Yosemite in winter is incredibly beautiful. Here are a few of the highlights of a winter visit:

   SNOWSHOEING

  No experience is required; snowshoeing is as easy as walking, and rentals cost only a few bucks an hour. Rent a pair of snowshoes at Curry Village, Badger Pass Ski Area, or Crane Flat gas station. Beginners can snowshoe amid the giant sequoia trees at the Merced Grove, Tuolumne Grove, or Mariposa Grove. More experienced snowshoers can head out from Badger Pass to Dewey Point, a seven-mile round-trip, or follow one of several other marked snowshoe/cross-country ski trails from Badger Pass or Crane Flat. If you don’t want to set out on your own, join a ranger-guided snowshoe walk.

   SLEDDING AND ICE SKATING

  Sled in the morning and ice skate in the afternoon. Several snow-play areas are located near Crane Flat (Highway 120/Big Oak Flat entrance). Bring along a garbage can lid or a cheap plastic saucer and for a few brief moments, you’ll feel like a kid again. Then head to Curry Village for an afternoon skate session, where you can practice your figure eights with a head-on view of Half Dome. Can’t skate? Then sit by the warming hut’s fire pit and treat yourself to a cup of hot chocolate, while you watch other skaters perform triple camels…or just fall down.

   WINTER WALK

  During most of the winter, the Valley is often snow-free. The Valley’s paved bike trails make easy walking paths even when they are covered with a few inches of snow. Get out and about before the sun gets too high and you may get to see the ice cone that forms around Yosemite Falls on cold winter nights. On most sunny days, the cone melts off completely by 9 or 10 A.M., so an early start is critical.
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  Lower Yosemite Fall in winter




  SKIING AND SNOWBOARDING

  Badger Pass is one of the mellowest ski resorts in the entire Sierra. Lift lines? High-priced lift tickets? No such thing here. If you don’t feel like driving on snow-covered roads, you can take the shuttle bus to Badger Pass from Yosemite Lodge. If you don’t know how to ski or snowboard, Badger’s 85 acres of slopes are the perfect place to learn. Lessons are offered daily. Or, keep it simple–go “snow tubing” on the Badger Pass hills. It’s just like sledding, only safer, because you are cushioned by a big, billowy inner tube.

   COCKTAILS BY THE FIRE

  After a day playing in the white stuff, head to the Ahwahnee Bar for appetizers and a warm cocktail, then choose a comfy seat in one of the Ahwahnee’s public rooms and read a book by a blazing fire. Or, head to the bar at Yosemite Lodge in Yosemite Valley for drinks, snacks, and a seat around the fire.
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			Southern California is a land of extremes. The urban metropolis of Los Angeles gives way to endless acres of empty desert wilderness. San Diego’s smooth, sugar-sand beaches transform into the rocky coves and frigid, crashing surf of Big Sur. The region is home to both the intense heat of the Mojave Desert and the icy coolness of the Eastern Sierra. It harbors Mount Whitney, the highest point in the lower 48 — which sits less than 200 miles from Badwater in Death Valley, the lowest elevation in the United States.

			To many, Los Angeles’s broad beaches, colorful cityscapes, myriad museums, and multitudes of movie stars is Southern California — the epitome of fame and fortune. Yet this sophistication is only an hour from Disneyland, the destination for kids of any age. Further still, a laid-back urban getaway lies in San Diego, with picture-perfect beaches and a relaxed vibe.
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			A few hours east of these big, coastal cities, the austere and forbidding Southern California deserts lure visitors to their sun-drenched reaches. Palm Springs manages to combine cosmopolitan luxury and desert wildness, with a wonderful melting pot of gays and straights, locals and visitors, retired golfers and youthful hipsters.

			Yet only a few miles further east lies the vast desert landscapes of Joshua Tree, Anza-Borrego, the Mojave, and Death Valley. Strange yucca plants, abandoned mines, sculpted sand dunes, relentless temperatures, and acres of solitude are your companions in this remote desert.
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			These deep, desert valleys stretch north into the jagged, granite peaks of Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon National Parks. “Tall” defines this region, with plunging waterfalls, massive boulders, towering redwoods, and mountains that scrape the sky. Waterfalls flow at their peak in spring, leaves color the valley in fall, and skiers swoop down Badger Pass in winter, while summer-only Tioga Pass connects these two sides of the Sierras.

			As Southern California stretches north from Los Angeles along the gorgeous Central Coast, a new land emerges. Big Sur’s craggy cliffs and dew-soaked redwoods, Cambria’s rocky beaches strewn with gemstones, San Simeon’s legendary Hearst Castle, and Monterey’s basking sea lions — the twisting coast takes in some of the most beautiful scenery in the state.

			Whether you want the ultimate urban getaway or total silence and solitude, you can find it all in Southern California.
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			Planning Your Trip

			WHERE TO GO

			Los Angeles and Orange County
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			For an iconic visit to Southern California, you can’t beat a trip to Los Angeles. From the glitz and glamour of Hollywood and Beverly Hills to the camp and kitsch of Santa Monica’s Pier, L.A. is all California culture, all the time. Kids of all ages come to visit Walt’s original Disneyland while sun and surf worshippers ride the waves or relax on the coastal beaches of Orange County.

			San Diego

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

			The Deserts

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

			
				[image: 00_cayote_V.tif]
			
			
				coyote, Joshua Tree

			



			Yosemite

			The work of Ansel Adams and John Muir have helped make Yosemite National Park a worldwide icon. Thousands crowd into Yosemite Valley to view the much-photographed Half Dome, Yosemite Falls, and El Capitan. On the other side of the Sierras, Mono Lake, Mammoth Lakes, and the Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks provide a wealth of recreation and wilderness to explore.

			Central Coast

			Some of the most beautiful coast in all of California sits right in the middle of the state. Ogle gray whales and sea lions off the rugged Monterey bay. Camp and hike the unspoiled wilderness of Big Sur. Check out the views from Hearst Castle, San Simeon’s grandiose mansion, or go wine-tasting in the rolling hills of nearby Paso Robles. Further south, Santa Barbara beaches await.

			
				IF YOU HAVE. . .

				
	
A Weekend: Visit Los Angeles

					
One week: Add San Diego

					
Two weeks: Add the Deserts and Yosemite

					
A month: Add the Central Coast



			

			WHEN TO GO

			Believe it or not, summer is not the de facto best time to visit Southern California. Sure, it’s warm—in fact it can get blisteringly hot and even downright deadly in the deserts—but Southern California is truly a year-round destination.

			To catch the central coast at its best, plan a fall driving tour. The summer fog lightens up, but temperatures stay reasonably warm and winter storms aren’t yet pounding the shores.

			Desert rats know winter is the best time to hike, bike, and climb the Southern California deserts. This is also a popular time on the golf courses of Palm Springs. (Many courses close in summer, for the sake of both the courses and the players.) To take advantage of the desert’s wondrous wildflower blooms, plan your trip for February, March, or early April, and check park websites for annual bloom forecasts and reports. Winter sports enthusiasts should plan a trip to Mammoth Lakes or Badger Pass.

			Yosemite is amazing year-round and a trip here will be fabulous whether it’s sun-drenched summer or snow-frosted winter. For peak waterfall views, come in spring as soon as the snow melts start swelling the rivers.

			Sun-worshippers should definitely come in summer to ply the San Diego and Orange County beaches. To miss the worst of the crowds, visit the big beaches on a mid-September weekday; it will still be nice and hot, but with school in session, much less crowded.
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				California wildflowers

			



			BEFORE YOU GO

			Southern California is easily reached by flying into Los Angeles International Airport, or one of its five subsidiary airports, and San Diego International. Both major cities boast significant train stations with daily Amtrak service. Numerous freeways crisscross the region, providing easy driving access.

			If planning a trip to the deserts, the central coast, or the Eastern Sierra, rent a car or drive your own; you’ll find little in the way of public transit. Death Valley visitors will find the nearest major airport in Las Vegas, Nevada rather than in California.

			If staying in Los Angeles or along the Orange County corridor, skip the car rental and use public transit. Driving in L.A. can be the slowest, most frustrating exercise you will ever encounter. If you must drive, expect to pay a premium for parking.

			Coming to Southern California from abroad? You’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.

			Make reservations and buy tickets in advance, especially if you’re visiting the beaches or Yosemite during July and August or on a holiday weekend. It’s also a good idea to make early reservations at popular hotels and inns.

			Bring seasonal clothing based on the specific locales you will visit. Beaches tend to be warm in summer—bikinis are okay, especially in San Diego! Winter in the deserts means long pants and sweatshirts. For snowy winter destinations, dress in warm, weather-resistant layers. Sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat are also almost always a good idea and no matter what, don’t forget sunscreen!

			Explore Southern California

			THE BEST OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

			While the options for travel in Southern California are limitless, first-timers can take this trip to check out some of the best and brightest spots in the region.

			Day 1

			Begin in Los Angeles. Take a drive along Wilshire Boulevard, winding through L.A.’s urban jungle. Stop at a few of the coolest spots—the La Brea Tar Pits delight both kids and adults, while LACMA offers a more cultural respite—before stopping in Hollywood for lunch. Spend the afternoon walking the Hollywood Walk of Fame and checking out the handprints of the stars in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre.

			Day 2

			Go to Disneyland! Spend the day riding rides, rambling through crowds, and watching parades at the most lovingly created theme park in the state. For a full on Disney-riffic experience, spend the night at the Disneyland Hotel.

			Day 3

			Point the car south and follow the Pacific Coast Highway to San Diego. Stop often along the North County coast to drink in the surfers, sunsets, and sugar-sand beaches. Arrive in San Diego in time for dinner and spend the evening taking a ghost tour of the Gaslamp District.
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				panda, San Diego Zoo

			



			Day 4

			Spend a sunny day at Balboa Park and visit the legendary San Diego Zoo. The park plays host to a wealth of museums—art, culture, history, science—and the trails in shady Palm Canyon offer a tranquil respite.
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				Botanical Garden at Balboa Park, San Diego

			



			Day 5

			Get an early start on I-15 north. You’ll be returning to the L.A. basin to head east on I-10 toward the desert enclave of Palm Springs. Ride the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway, ascending 8,000 feet for epic vistas of the surrounding desert. Spend an hour or two napping beside the pool or indulging in a spa, then gather your energy for a hot night out at the popular clubs, like Mixi’s Boy Bar, that cluster in downtown Palm Springs.

			Day 6

			In just an hour, the Twentynine Palms Highway cruises quickly to Joshua Tree National Park. Stop at the Oasis of Mara visitors center and stroll along the lush nature trail for a quick introduction to the park’s natural features. For epic views, take the park road to Keys View for a panorama of the Coachella Valley. The tiny town of Twentynine Palms offers a few accommodations, or return to the nightlife of Palm Springs.

			Day 7

			Gas up the car and prepare for one of the great desert drives—where civilization ends and the clear air makes rock edges knife-sharp and distant mountains loom close. You’ll be hopping on I-15 north, connecting with Highway 395 to CA-190 into remote Death Valley. Spend the night at Panamint Springs or push on to Furnace Creek for closer access to the area’s amenities and attractions.

			In summer, skip Death Valley and take a quick side trip out to Devil’s Postpile National Monument, possibly the weirdest natural geological feature you’ll ever see.

			Day 8

			Spend the day driving Death Valley’s major sights—Artist’s Palette, Badwater Basin, and Scotty’s Castle. At sunset, hop out of the car for a quick hike to the Sand Dunes when the setting sun colors the shifting sands.

			Day 9

			Return to Highway 395 and head north into the Eastern Sierra Nevada. Stop near Lee Vining to explore the unique tufa formations at Mono Lake Tufa Preserve.

			In summer, check out the historic ghost town of Bodie State Historic Park, an abandoned Gold Rush–era town left in a state of “arrested decay.” Then wind along the famed Tioga Pass, stopping at Tuolumne Meadows to stretch your legs and enjoy the gorgeous grasses and trickling streams. (Reserve campsites in advance to stay the night.)

			In winter, play in the snow at Mammoth Lakes, an upscale skier’s paradise filled with fabulous lodges and rental condos thick on the ground.

			Day 10

			Continue west along Tioga Pass Road into breathtaking Yosemite Valley. A drive along the Valley floor passes gushing waterfalls, amazing rock formations, sweeping meadows, and historic structures. Book (in advance!) a luxurious suite or a rustic tent cabin and dine at the legendary Ahwahnee Hotel.
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				Mirror Lake, Yosemite

			



			Day 11

			The best way to experience Yosemite is on foot. Hike the relatively flat Mirror Lake loop or the more challenging Mist Trail, which passes not one but two waterfalls. End the day with a casual dinner in Wawona.

			Day 12

			Make the long drive back to Los Angeles (down Highway 41 to CA-99 and I-5), ending your whirlwind SoCal tour!

			
				BEST BEACHES

				
	
Best for Biking: Will Rogers State Beach (L.A.); Natural Bridges State Park (Santa Cruz)

					
Best for Beach Games: Malibu Lagoon State Beach (L.A.); Huntington City Beach and Dana Point (Orange County); Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk (Santa Cruz)

					
Best for Dogs: Ocean Beach (San Diego); Carmel Beach (Carmel); Arroyo Burro Beach (Santa Barbara)

					
Best for Sunbathing: Santa Monica State Beach (L.A.); Coronado Main Beach (San Diego); East and West Beaches (Santa Barbara); Seabright Beach (Santa Cruz)

					
Best for Wildlife: Avalon (Catalina Island); La Jolla Cove (San Diego); Santa Barbara Harbor (Santa Barbara); Point Lobos State Reserve (Carmel); Natural Bridges State Park (Santa Cruz)
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					Santa Monica State Beach

				



			

			
				MISSIONS TO MID-CENTURY MODERN

				The early Spanish Catholic missionaries inadvertently started a fad for distinctive architecture that endures to this day. Architecture buffs come to Southern California to tour Missions both historic and in the Mission Revival-style, as well as Craftsman and Mid-Century Modern homes, mansions, and buildings. For living examples of these styles, visit the following architecturally significant locales.

				Missions

				To get a taste for the oldest permanent architecture in Southern California, follow the historic Mission Trail. The trail begins at Mission San Diego de Alcala and progresses north along the El Camino Real (the old Mission road, marked by a series of raised bells), showcasing the 17th century Mission style of crosses, arches, light stucco facades, and red-clay tile roofs. Along the way, you’ll find Spanish Missions in all stages of restoration, from the gorgeously refurbished facade of Carmel Mission to the fourth incarnation of Mission Santa Cruz.

				
					[image: 00_mission_V.tif]				
				
					Carmel Mission

				



				Mission Revival

				At the end of the 19th century, long after most Missions were secularized (and often abandoned), California builders rediscovered the lost architecture of these original structures. The Mission Revival style flowered from 1890 through 1915 and remains a popular style for homes and public buildings in Southern California. The lush coastal town of Santa Barbara is a great place to see firsthand how the iconic Santa Barbara Mission influenced the town’s architecture.

				Craftsman

				As the popularity of the Mission Revival style began to fade, the American Arts and Crafts movement started sweeping the nation from the late 19th to early 20th centuries. Many of these fabulous Craftsman homes can be found in the wealthy residential sections of the Los Angeles basin. The Gamble House in Pasadena is one of the most famous Craftsman homes in California. After touring this Greene & Greene masterpiece, take a walking tour of the other Craftsman mansions in this quiet, shady neighborhood.

				Mid-Century Modern

				Perhaps the most recognizable architecture of Southern California, the Mid-Century Modern style — sweeping curves and angles, frosted glass blocks, crazily tilted flat roofs — often graces the silver screen. Many Mid-Century Modern homes and buildings dot the landscape of Los Angeles and a great way to see these funky ’50s exteriors is a drive along famed Mulholland Drive. For a better look at the style that defined Hollywood, tour the homes and hotels of Palm Springs. Out in the desert retreat of Hollywood’s famous stars, you can even stay in several of these architectural gems, including the William F. Cody designed Del Marcos Hotel or the Triangle Inn.

			

			FAMILY FUN IN THE SUN

			Woohoo! There’s no place quite like Southern California to spend a fun family vacation. Whether your brood prefers the exotic animals of the San Diego Zoo, splashing in the surf of a sandy beach, or the carefully sculpted kitsch of Disneyland, the fun is just waiting for you to find it.

			Amusement Parks

			Everyone should visit Uncle Walt’s original Disneyland at least once in their life. (Think of it as Mecca for secular Americans.) With scads of hotels, motels, and theme resorts packed into a multiple-mile radius of the Happiest Place on Earth, planning your family’s trip to worship at the altar of the Mouse is a no-brain proposition. Even curmudgeonly adults find themselves getting into the spirit of the place as they read the tombstones outside of the Haunted Mansion and suck on hard candies while promenading down Main Street, USA.

			Competing with Disneyland is nearby Knott’s Berry Farm. Knott’s boasts a wide array of thrill-heavy roller coasters, making it a worthy alternative for families whose teenagers are just too cool for the “kiddie” rides at the House of Mouse. Magic Mountain, well outside of L.A. proper but still accessible via car, is another thrill-rider’s favorite, with G-force coasters and rides.

			Beaches

			If your family wants to spend their vacation playing in the sand and surf of Southern California beaches, you’ve got plenty of options to choose from. On the L.A. coast, the Santa Monica Pier has a big, flat, sandy beach, an amusement park, and plenty of food and service options within walking distance of the prime beach-blanket spots.
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				Ferris wheel and pier, Santa Monica

			



			The beach adjacent to the Venice Boardwalk will appeal to teens. With close proximity to the carnival sideshow that is the Boardwalk, as well as the sand and surf, the entertainment options are endless. Down on the Orange County coast, Huntington Beach is a great place for families to play.

			Almost any San Diego beach will suit a family’s wants and needs; Del Mar City Beach is a favorite.

			Along the central coast, the beaches of Big Sur, Carmel, and Monterey tend to be cold, rocky, and less kid-friendly. This changes in Santa Cruz, where the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk appeals to kids of every age and temperament.

			Water Parks

			Some refreshing, easy-to-find family fun can be found at numerous water parks scattered across Southern California. It gets hot (and I do mean hot) in the summertime. Inland Orange County responds with two water parks—Knott’s Soak City and Wild Rivers Water Park—to cool off the kids (and adults) with dozens of slides and pools. Knott’s Soak City USA offers Palm Springs denizens a welcome respite from the desert heat.

			Zoos

			A trip to the San Diego Zoo or the San Diego Wild Animal Park makes for a different kind of theme park vacation. With rides to satisfy the kids and informative animal exhibits to enchant the adults, both the San Diego Zoo and the Wild Animal Park offer something special and unique—there’s nothing else quite like them in California. Plus, the San Diego Zoo is centrally located in lovely Balboa Park, making it easy to get a bite to eat and even explore the art museum or botanical garden as part of a zoo-based vacation.

			SeaWorld San Diego has a winning combination of wild animals, sea life, fun rides, and upbeat shows for the whole family. Meet killer whales and cool off overworked kiddies afterwards with a river ride or splash-down roller coaster.

			
				FOLLOWING THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE STARS

				Perhaps the best known aspect of Southern California is its rarified position as the legendary home of the film industry. From the production houses in the San Fernando Valley to film locations scattered like leaves all over the area, movie buffs can follow in the paths of their favorite actors, directors, and films.

				Hollywood

				Where to start? Why, Hollywood, of course! Sure, it’s a cliché, but it’s a cliché for a reason. Pound the star-studded sidewalks of the Hollywood Walk of Fame, see your favorite “stars” in the Hollywood Wax Museum, then join the crowd oohing and aahing in the courtyard of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Overlooking Hollywood sits grand Griffith Park, whose Observatory hid James Dean and Natalie Wood in Rebel Without a Cause.

				A variety of major studios offer tours of back lots, sets, and other spiffy “behind the scenes” aspects of movie and TV production. Book reservations in advance for tours of Universal, Warner Bros., and NBC Studios.
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					the historic Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood

				



				Palm Springs

				In the golden 1940s and 50s, beleaguered movie stars retreated from Los Angeles to get their relax on in the desert haven of Palm Springs. The amazingly clear dry air also drew plenty of directors, who used the city and its surrounding countryside as a prime film location.

				Lay your head in the same bed as Liz Taylor at A Place in the Sun. The stylish motel once housed the cast and crew of the 1950s Elizabeth Taylor-Montgomery Clift vehicle of the same name. Desert Memorial Park is the final resting place of ‘Ol Blue Eyes and several members of the Sinatra family also reside here. To fully explore the area’s celebrity residents and their fabulous abodes, take a Celebrity Tour through the town.

				Coronado

				Filmmakers and TV producers realized early on that Southern California featured screen-worthy gems. The Hotel del Coronado, on the island of Coronado in San Diego, may look familiar at first sight. The grandiose “Del” has starred in a number of films, most famously Some Like It Hot with Marilyn Monroe.

			

			ROMANTIC COASTAL GETAWAYS

			If three (or more) is a crowd, head to one of Southern California’s charming seaside cities where you can choose from a near-infinite array of romantic inns, luxury spa resorts, gourmet restaurants, and secluded beaches for the perfect romantic getaway.

			Catalina Island

			For a more Mediterranean feel to your holiday, without the jet-lag of a flight to Italy, you can’t go wrong with a trip to Catalina Island. Ferries depart daily from several Orange Counties ports and Avalon, Catalina’s sole town, is rife with charming Riviera-style villas that climb up the steep hillside from the semicircular beach.

			Go snorkeling amid schools of bright-orange garibaldi fish, anemones, and swarms of other sea creatures. For the ultimate adventure in romantic seclusion, kayak to one of Catalina’s boat-in campsites, where you may have the beach—and your lover—all to yourself on a warm summer’s night.

			San Diego

			At Southern California’s tip, the San Diego beach scene offers almost unlimited romance potential. The pounding surf serenades guests in the beachfront rooms at historic Hotel del Coronado while the more risqué Black’s Beach provides clothing-optional sands. At night, sail around the bay on a dinner cruise or book a candlelight table at one of the Gaslamp District’s excellent restaurants.

			Carmel

			Carmel is particularly well set up to accommodate travelers à deux, with quaint streets perfect for strolling, inns overlooking the ocean, delightfully upscale California cuisine, and at least one perfect B&B just waiting for lovers to come along.

			Wander the chamomile labyrinth at Earthbound Farms, or just pick up supplies for a picnic at one of the many beaches along scenic 17-Mile Drive. Couples preferring the performing arts can get seats for plays and classical music performances almost year-round.

			Big Sur

			Honeymooners who want to be (or at least feel) all alone in the world can find their hearts’ solitude in Big Sur. The luxurious accommodations at Ventana and Post Ranch cost more than just a pretty penny. But when sitting in your own private outdoor hot tub, feasting on homemade pastries and watching birds and butterflies play in a wildflower meadow that stretches out toward the distant sea, you’ll never feel happier or more serene.

			Budget lovers can forego the luxury resorts in favor of a secluded wooded campsite or a riverside cabin for two in Pfieffer Big Sur State Park, one of the coast’s lush redwood parks. Spend your days hiking in forests, combing the rocky mineral-strewn beaches, or meditating on cliffs facing the endless Pacific.

			Santa Barbara

			In Santa Barbara, the only hitch you may find in your romantic plans is competing with locals who’ve been taking their anniversary getaways to this legendary seaside town for years.

			Stroll hand-in-hand through the Santa Barbara Botanic Gardens or opt for romance by the glass at one of the region’s intimate wineries. Browse for gifts for your sweetie along State Street—Santa Barbara’s main drag does double duty as an enormous mall. Spend the evening gazing at the setting sun from your room in one of the town’s many oceanfront resorts.

			
				WHERE TO GET YOUR KICKS

				The epicenter of the car culture explosion in America sits right in the midst of Southern California. So make like a native: Get in a car, and take a road trip!

				Route 66

				Sometimes, it’s the road itself that’s the “sight to see.” No strip of Southern California asphalt has been so adored in legend and song than the desert Route 66. Fans of historic kitsch still get their kicks on the Great American Highway, which starts in Santa Monica, wends through Los Angeles, then flows out to San Bernardino, Barstow, and Needles before continuing on into the Arizona desert.

				Pacific Coast Highway (PCH)

				A prettier — but more crowded — road is the Pacific Coast Highway, or PCH. B eginning in San Diego, the PCH clings to the coastline as it winds up through Orange County, Los Angeles, and Santa Barbara. As it rolls further north along the rocky central coast, the PCH becomes State Highway 1, slowing waaaaay down near the soaring cliffs of Big Sur before speeding up again through bucolic Carmel, historic Monterey, and sun-loving Santa Cruz.

				Highway 395To check out the fabulous mountain reaches of the Eastern Sierra Nevada, roll north up I-15, then pick up Highway 395 outside Barstow. The one-time trading route wends up through the popular Mammoth Lakes ski area, Mono Lake’s unique tufa towers, Bodie’s historic ghost town, and (in summer) into the high sierra of Yosemite National Park.

			

			SURF’S UP!

			Among Southern California’s major attractions, the endless opportunities to surf, scuba, and swim draw visitors by the thousands. Whatever your favorite water activity, Southern California has plenty of places to just dive in!

			Kayaking

			Southern California offers endless opportunities for both ocean and river kayaking. Sedate harbor and lagoon tours are perfect for the whole family, even if they’ve never kayaked before.

			Kayaking around Santa Barbara is one of the best ways to experience these rich ocean waters—filled with dolphins, seals, and even whales—firsthand. Sign up for lessons, a tour, or simply rent your own and get out on the water!

			Many unreachable parts of Catalina Island open up to exploration on a kayak. A variety of tours accommodate everyone from small children and beginners to rescue-certified sea kayakers.

			North of San Diego, you can tour the sea caves of the La Jolla Cove Ecological Reserve in sit-on-top kayaks. Or stick to the central coast and explore the chilly waters of Monterey. The surrounding bay is a popular kayaking spot, with plenty of local outfitters and rental shops ready to hook you up.

			Snorkeling and Scuba

			To explore the undersea ecology of the California coast, head to Catalina Island, where a number of outfitters offer snorkel and scuba tours of the island’s pristine and life-filled waters. Explore shipwrecks, kelp forests, and even swim with dolphins at this sunny ocean retreat.

			The sparkling clear waters of La Jolla Cove, north of San Diego, provide a calm surface for beginning snorkelers. More adventurous travelers can sign up for an exciting night dive.

			The frigid waters of Monterey may not seem inviting at first, but there’s no better place to get certified in scuba diving. Draw on a dry-suit and brave the seriously cold water, or head instead to the Monterey Bay Aquarium for a sense of the local undersea environment in more comfortable surroundings.

			Surfing

			Prefer to ride the waves rather than dive beneath them? Take your first surfing lesson at one of the San Diego or Orange County beaches. Huntington City Beach and Del Mar City Beach feature low, even waves that make for an easy first ride, but still have plenty to offer experienced surfers. Santa Barbara’s Leadbetter Point is another great surf spot for beginners.

			Adrenaline junkies can head to the surfing Mecca of Santa Cruz where the longboard paradises of Pleasure Point or famous—and dangerous—Steamer Lane beckon.

			Even if you don’t quite have the coordination to rise to your feet on the waves, you can still get a thrill out of a good Pacific roller. Many surf beaches, such as Huntington City Beach and Zuma Beach near Malibu, are also good spots for boogie boarding.
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				SoCal surfer

			



			Swimming

			Second only to laying on the beach, swimming is one of the most popular ways to get into Southern California’s rivers, lakes, and ocean.

			The Los Angeles coast is a prime beach destination, with plenty of places to dive into the cool Pacific waters. Zuma Beach, Malibu State Lagoon State Beach, and Redondo State Beach all get the nod of approval as perfect spots to frolick in the surf. The 70°F waters of lovely Catalina Island are perfect for a lazy beach day.

			Warmer waters beckon further south along the coast. Dip into crystal-clear La Jolla Cove north of San Diego or stay in the city proper and head toward mile-long Ocean Beach.

			The water at New Brighton State Beach may be cold, but the scenery can’t be beat. This sandy spot near Santa Cruz offers cold-water swimming and even campgrounds, if you just can’t bare to leave the lovely surf. Want to bring your four-legged friend with you? Head to Carmel Beach where canines and their people are welcome to wade and splash around in the windy surf.

			
				ON THE TRAIL

				While better known for its car culture, Southern California also offers an endless array of foot paths and hiking trails to tempt locals and visitors alike.

				Los Angeles

				Pick up one of the L.A. coast’s many flat, paved pedestrian paths and friendly streets. The peaceful waterways of the Venice Canals, where locals walk their dogs, are perfect for a sedate stroll. Griffith Park is filled with great hiking trails; pick a short nature walk or a more strenuous hike into the undeveloped mountains.

				San Diego

				Beautiful wilderness trails at Torrey Pines State Reserve lead from forest to ocean and back.

				The Deserts

				If you love a walk out into the desert, come in winter to check out any of the stunning waterless landscapes. The Black Rock Campground at Joshua Tree accesses a number of trails offering scenic vistas of the eponymous plants. In Death Valley, the constantly shifting Sand Dunes near Stovepipe Wells provide an ever-changing desert beauty. Explore ancient grinding rocks used by Native Americans on the quick and easy Trail to the Morteros in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park.

				Yosemite

				From the flat meadow loop trail on the Yosemite Valley floor to the hardcore climb up the back of Half Dome to the miles of backcountry tracks off Tioga Pass, Yosemite National Park has a perfect hike for any traveler.

				Big Sur

				The lush landscapes of the Central Coast offer redwood forest hikes and spectacular on-the-beach walks. Stroll to waterfalls in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park or wander among the coast redwoods in Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park.
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METROPOLITAN SAN DIEGO
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San Diego is less a place and more a state of mind. Something about the constant sunshine, the sandy beaches, and the friendly people makes for a laid-back atmosphere that is as inescapable as a wave’s pull to shore.

Located in the southwestern corner of the United States, the sprawling city is part of an even more expansive county of the same name. Topping out at 4,255 square miles, San Diego County is a rambling maze of geographical diversity. The sun rises over the vast Anza-Borrego Desert, the largest state park in the contiguous United States. It traces over the peaks and valleys of the San Marcos and Laguna Mountain Ranges and sets on the 70 miles of shoreline stretching up the San Diego coast.

The region is certainly one of many personalities. It is at once a sleepy navy enclave and a bustling nightspot. It is a sanctuary for the arts and a surfing mecca. Locals wear flip-flops to the opera, but won’t hesitate to spend a mint to get their hair done flawlessly. Rather than creating a cognitive dissonance, these contrasts only serve to accentuate the area’s colorful uniqueness.

The region’s claim to fame is its temperate weather, and nothing makes it stand out so well as the bodies of water that sparkle under all of that sunshine. At every turn, there are enough bays and beaches to give even the biggest water enthusiast their fill with places to sail, fish, swim, and paddle. But no recreational activity is quite as definitively San Diego as surfing. To say San Diegans like to surf would be shortchanging the impact that the sport has on the region. Surfing isn’t just a sport in San Diego, it is a way of life, permeating the culture all the way into the vernacular. You’re as likely to hear a buttoned-down boardroom exec use the word “dude” as a tow-headed beachgoer in board shorts.
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But don’t let the easygoing nature of the residents fool you. The always-casual atmosphere belies the region’s deep intellectual, philosophical, and religious roots, roots that reach as far back as the 16th century.

If there is one lesson to learn from the locals, it is that San Diego is meant to be enjoyed leisurely. The majority of the area’s residents are transplants, visitors that never quite got around to leaving. So don’t pack too lightly, because you might find so much to do in San Diego that you become one of them yourself.
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Planning Your Trip


WHERE TO GO


San Diego

Situated on a large bay protected from the Pacific, San Diego is the biggest city in the county of the same name. This geographical and cultural center is a sprawling patchwork of neighborhoods, with its downtown core creeping up to the waterfront that looks west across San Diego Bay to the tip of Coronado Island, which features one of San Diego’s finest beaches, Silver Strand State Beach. On the east edge is Hillcrest and the pride of the city, Balboa Park, home to the world-famous San Diego Zoo and dozens of museums and gardens. Keep going north and you’ll hit the historic first neighborhood of the city, Old Town. Even farther north is Mission Valley, home of California’s first religious outpost, Mission San Diego de Alcalá.




City Beaches and Point Loma

The central core of the city of San Diego is augmented by its beach neighborhoods to the northeast. Southernmost is Point Loma, named for the peninsula that bounds the other side of San Diego Bay’s inlet. Sprawling north along the ocean side of the peninsula is the warm-hued Sunset Cliffs Natural Park. Next comes the hippie town of Ocean Beach, and just over the jetties is Mission Beach, a thin strip of a neighborhood that is corralled by the ocean to the west and by the aquatic wonderland of Mission Bay Park to the east. Keep moving up the coast and you’ll come across Pacific Beach, which boasts the city’s hottest party scene outside of the Gaslamp district.




La Jolla

One neighborhood up from Pacific Beach is the jewel of San Diego, La Jolla. Known for its craggy coves and sandy beaches, this is a pocket of luxury that holds the finest dining, lodging, and art galleries in all of San Diego. La Jolla’s varied shoreline is highlighted by the sea caves and cliffs surrounding La Jolla Cove and the traditional white sand beach of La Jolla Shores. Placed right near the cove is the posh La Jolla Village, the center of the neighborhood’s culinary and shopping scene and home to the well-regarded Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego.
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Mission Bay Park offers plenty of grassy areas to enjoy a picnic and watch the boats go by.







North County

Mostly populated along the coast and the major freeway corridors of I-5 and I-15, North County is best known for its idyllic beach towns. Southernmost is Del Mar, known as the place where the “turf meets the surf” at the Del Mar Racetrack. Next comes Encinitas, which is known for some of the best surfing breaks in all of California. Carlsbad has a five-mile-long stretch of uninterrupted sand along Carlsbad State Beach. The military town of Oceanside boasts the longest fishing structure in the west, Oceanside Municipal Pier. And inland, Escondido is a cultural hub and the home of the California Center for the Arts.
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the idyllic beach town Del Mar







Julian and Anza-Borrego

San Diego’s backcountry is a rugged and ecologically diverse span of shaded riparian glades, rocky chaparral-covered mountains, and baked desert landscapes. San Diego–area mountain ranges bisect the county from north to south, starting with the Border Ranges, then moving up to the Laguna and Cuyamaca Mountains, followed hopscotch style by the Volcan, San Ysidro, and Santa Rosa Mountain Ranges. Nestled in these peaks lies the quiet hamlet of Julian, the Sierra-like peak of Palomar Mountain, and the hidden healing waters of Warner Springs. All of the mountainous slopes drop east into the expansive Anza-Borrego Desert, home of the largest park owned by the state, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. Explorers here are rewarded with badland vistas, cactus-lined trails, and palm-filled oases. Sitting on the desert’s western edge is the small town of Borrego Springs.
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Indian Head Mountain in Borrego Springs after a rare desert drizzle







IF YOU HAVE …
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San Diego’s Balboa Park





	
THREE DAYS: Visit Pacific Beach, the Gaslamp District, Balboa Park, and La Jolla.

	
ONE WEEK: Add Point Loma, Coronado Island, Little Italy, and Del Mar.

	
TWO WEEKS: Camp or stay at a resort along the North County coast.

	
THREE WEEKS: Drive through the Laguna and Cuyamaca Mountains, visit the Palomar Observatory, and explore the vast expanses of the Anza-Borrego Desert.








WHEN TO GO

San Diego is blessed with some of the most temperate weather in the country. The old joke is that there are two major seasons here, spring and summer.

But in reality, there is a little more nuance to the climate than that. San Diego County actually rests within numerous microclimates that can result in drastically different weather conditions from one zone to the other. Some days it can be foggy along the coast and pleasantly sunny just a few miles inland. The desert can be baking hot while it snows in the mountains.

During May and June airline tickets and hotel rates dip a little bit because during these months, along the coastal areas, ocean fog known as the marine layer rolls in thick and some days it never has the chance to completely burn off. There are a lot of nice days when the fog does go away; and this is not a problem at all in the inland areas. But it is something to be aware of if you were really counting on consistently sunny days during your trip.

July through August is the high season. The beaches are rockin’, bars are open late, and the crowds are absolutely everywhere. If you don’t have school vacations to worry about, try coming in September while the weather is still warm and the crowds have thinned.

In the late fall and winter the weather dips down between the low 60s and the high 50s. The locals dust off their jackets, but many cold-weather snowbirds find it heavenly. So do the surfers, who consider winter the best time to stake out local breaks. Winter usually brings the biggest swells and nicest waves.
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Wildflowers blanket the desert in early spring.









Explore San Diego


THE BEST OF SAN DIEGO

With so much to offer, the San Diego region can be a daunting place to visit from the vacation planner’s perspective. But it is possible to condense many of the top sights, shopping trips, hiking excursions, and dining experiences down into a single week-long trip. The following itinerary offers a sample of the very best the region has to offer.


Day 1

Open your trip with a jaunt over to Coronado Island. Ditch your car in the city and take the ferry from the Embarcadero. Shop your way down Orange Avenue and stop for a bite and some people-watching at Tent City. Then mosey next door to the Coronado Historical Association to buy a ticket for a tour of Hotel del Coronado. If there’s time before dinner, you can rent a bike at Holland’s Bicycles and ride up to Silver Strand State Park. Dine at Peohe’s for dinner and check out the city lights reflected off San Diego Bay.




Day 2

Wake up early to hit up the city’s most famous site of all, the San Diego Zoo. Be sure to get the pandas out of the way first—there’s a line to get into that special enclosure. If you need to prioritize, some favorite exhibits are Monkey Trails and Forest Tales, Cat Canyon, and Gorilla Tropics. After freshening up a bit and changing into nicer threads, zip over to the Gaslamp Quarter for dinner at Trattoria La Strada or Monsoon. From there you’re in a great position to find any number of clubs in which to dance the night away.
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Hotel del Coronado
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the view from San Diego Zoo’s aerial tram
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Spanish Revival architecture in Balboa Park







Day 3

Art and history abound at Balboa Park. Get a head start and arrive just before the museum doors open at 10 A.M. so that you don’t miss any of the great stuff inside. Start by walking through the Timken Museum of Art, then stroll next door to the San Diego Museum of Art. Between the two of them you’ll find masterpieces by El Greco, Rembrandt, and Eastman Johnson. Skip the ice cream cart and try a bento box for lunch at the Tea Pavilion at the Japanese Friendship Garden or try a full sit-down meal at El Prado. From there it is just a quick jaunt to the Museum of Photographic Arts. If you still have time before closing, check out the artifacts in the folk-art collection at the San Diego Natural History Museum. Take a break from the park by driving just a couple of minutes away to Gulf Coast Grill for dinner. Return back to Balboa for an evening performance at Old Globe Theatre.




Day 4

After the previous day’s activities, you deserve a break. Sleep in as long as you like and head over to Kono’s in Pacific Beach for grub. They serve breakfast all afternoon here. Now you’re ready to while the time away on the beach. Grab a towel and a book and do nothing at all. Or rent a boogie board (and maybe a wetsuit) from one of the shops here to catch a few waves. When you’re feeling peckish, take a break to dash across Mission Boulevard for a taste of a San Diego classic, the fish taco, at Taco Surf. Once the sun goes down unwind with the locals at Cass Street Bar and Grill for beer or Café 976 for coffee and tea.




Day 5

Trade in your bathing suit for your hiking boots with an excursion out into the county’s mountains. From the city center, zip up I-15 and then take Highway 76 out to Palomar Mountain State Park. You can either hike or drive up the mountain to the famous Palomar Observatory, home of the famed Hale telescope. Once the tour is complete, you’ve got a choice to make: Either rough it in a tent at the nearby Doane Valley Campground and explore more local trails or trek another 40 minutes northeast via Highway 76 and 78 to Warner Springs Ranch. This resort offers a nice comfy bed, and if there’s still daylight to burn, the option to cap the day’s activities with a round of golf or a horseback ride under the shadows of Hotsprings Mountain. If you go to the ranch, be sure to relax in the spring-fed hot pool there, which is open past dark for a relaxing end to a busy day.




Day 6

Today you’ll continue to take in the mountainous countryside by winding along more of the region’s scenic byways. You’ll be heading back toward the coast, but this time it will be via Highways 78 and 79. Take 78 all the way west to the county’s northernmost city, Oceanside. Spend the afternoon casting a line off of the Oceanside Pier and maybe checking out memorabilia at the California Surf Museum. In the evening you should head farther south along U.S. 101 to stay someplace close enough to allow you to spend your final day within city limits. But before you hit the road, consider a casual dinner at 101 Café. First opened in 1928, this diner is an Oceanside landmark.
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La Jolla Cove







Day 7

Your last day is back in the city, this time up in the La Jolla neighborhood. You’ll want to start your day here with mouthwatering French toast at Brockton Villa followed by a visit to Birch Aquarium at Scripps Institution of Oceanography. This colorful home of sea life is a public interpretation of the scientific research conducted by the hometown Scripps Institution of Oceanography. Now get out there and conduct a little field research of your own! Head to La Jolla Cove and take a guided snorkel tour of the aquatic sanctuary, San Diego–La Jolla Underwater Park. You’ll see bright orange garibaldi, spindly lobster, and giant sea bass in the protected waters here. End your stay with a luxurious dinner at the beachside Marine Room.


TOP 10 FAMILY ATTRACTIONS

Planning and executing a family vacation is a lot like lion taming or snake charming. Do it right and you’ll entertain and amaze. Do it wrong and you’ll be hurtin’. Fortunately, San Diego affords the trip planner with a whole arsenal of tools to gain the adoration and admiration of spouse and children. Here are some of the best kid-friendly sights and destinations in the city and around the county to keep the brood content for days.


	Delight the kids with the antics of Shamu and company at SeaWorld.


	Pack a lunch, plenty of sunscreen, and an umbrella to make it a day of sun and sandcastles at Mission Beach.


	Take a break from splashing in the ocean by pitter-pattering over the boardwalk blacktop to Belmont Park, positioned right on the beach at South Mission.

	Check out the collection of more than 80 old steam and diesel engines, cabooses, passenger cars, and more at the San Diego Railroad Museum in Campo.

	Spend the day touring a real-life gold mine at Eagle & High Peak Mines and gorging on apple pie in the historical town of Julian.


	Young families can revel in the world of clickety bricks at Legoland in Carlsbad. The new adjacent Legoland waterpark is also a great way to cool off on a hot summer’s day.

	Come face-to-face with lions and tigers and bears at the world-famous San Diego Zoo.


	Try your hand at angling off of the West Coast’s longest concrete pier, Ocean Beach Pier.


	In the winter, get a glimpse of a breaching grey whale aboard one of the many whale watching tours that depart from the Embarcadero.

	Let the kids touch as much as they want in the interactive displays at the Reuben H. Fleet Science Center in Balboa Park.
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San Diego Zoo







OLD CALIFORNIA CHARM

Yes, San Diegans’ favorite salutation just might be “dude.” Many people here do consider flip-flops with rhinestones appropriate for a formal dinner. And tattoo art is a serious medium of expression here. But coexisting with the ethos of informality is a rich tapestry of history, art, and culture. Here are some of the best historical sights in town:

GASLAMP VICTORIANS

The Gaslamp Quarter displays one of the finest collections of restored Victorian-era commercial buildings on the West Coast. Feast your eyes on beauties like the Louis Bank of Commerce and the Yuma Building as you walk through this historic area.

THE DEL

The grand dame of San Diego, the Hotel del Coronado is a stunning Victorian masterpiece whose red-hued turrets, gables, and cupolas have been drawing wealthy guests for more than 115 years.

CABRILLO NATIONAL MONUMENT

Cabrillo National Monument offers a a bird’s-eye view of sheltered San Diego Bay. The highlight of the monument is the Old Point Loma Lighthouse. This 1850s-era building is dressed in period furniture and open for a look.

MARITIME HISTORY

Your tour of the city’s waterlogged history is best facilitated by a walk down the Embarcadero. This is where you’ll find two major floating attractions. First there’s the Maritime Museum of San Diego, which has an impressive collection of restored vessels. Military buffs may prefer the USS Midway Museum, a retired and restored aircraft carrier. Up on deck there is a remarkable array of military aircraft to explore.

CALIFORNIAS’S FIRST MISSION

San Diego’s first European settlers were the soldiers and priests of Spain. Learn about these pioneers by first strolling the grounds and visiting the small museum at Mission San Diego de Alcalá, California’s first mission.
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Mission San Diego de Alcalá, also known as the San Diego Mission Church, was founded on July 16, 1769.




PRESIDIO PARK AND OLD TOWN

Then head over to Presidio Park, the site of the city’s first European settlement and fortification. Take a tour through JunÍpero Serra Museum to learn about the Native Americans who proceeded the Spaniards and the period of first settlement, as well as the shift to Mexican and American rule. Sitting at the foot of Presidio Hill is your next stop, Old Town State Historic Park, a recreated version of San Diego’s first town square.

THE KING OF MISSIONS

Perhaps one of the best historic sights from the Mission era, however, is a 45-minute drive from the center of town. The Mission San Luis Rey, or the “King of the Missions,” is a marvelous property full of barrel-tiled beauties and equally impressive landscaping.

SAN PASQUAL BATTLEFIELD

Another historic destination to finish off a leisurely afternoon drive in North County is in the San Pasqual Valley near Escondido. Stop off at the San Pasqual Battlefield and pick up some perspective about a Mexican–American battle that still has historians quibbling over the victor.








WEEKEND GETAWAY

Sure, it can take weeks to really make a dent in the San Diego region. But not all of us have the luxury of time to take off into the countryside. Fortunately some of the very best San Diego sights are concentrated close to the city. In just a long weekend visitors can sample the sights, soak up the relaxing atmosphere, and work on an even tan to flaunt in front of envying coworkers back home.


Day 1

Start your San Diego adventure by taking a walk by the waterfront along the Embarcadero. Get a good perspective of the city by hopping aboard a San Diego Bay harbor cruise from either San Diego Harbor Excursions or Hornblower Cruises, both of which send off boats from the Embarcadero throughout the day. Once you get back, traipse up to Little Italy to browse the shops in the Kettner Art and Design District and check out the eclectic neighborhood. Whet your whistle at San Diego’s longest established bar, The Waterfront Bar and Grill, along the way. Finish everything off with a meal at one of Little Italy’s trattorias, such as Mimmo’s or Zagarella’s.




Day 2

Today you’ll spend the day in “the jewel” of San Diego, La Jolla. Start with a trip to the La Jolla branch of the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego. Then stroll along Girard Avenue to browse the shops and art galleries. For a simple lunch with a view, pop into Goldfish Point Café overlooking La Jolla Cove. It is just a two-minute walk from there over to the Cave Store, where you will get a chance to descend the steep steps down to one of La Jolla’s magnificent sea caves. If you still have time, sneak in a walk down to Children’s Pool and check out the seals lolling on the beach. Once you’re back in your car, consider driving up to Del Mar for dinner. For something more casual, try Americana right in downtown Del Mar. For a fine meal, drop into Market, near the Polo Grounds.
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La Jolla







Day 3

This morning you’ll tromp over the docks at Quivira Basin in Mission Bay Park and pick out your ride over at Seaforth Boat Rentals. Be it by motorboat, sailboat, or personal watercraft, you’re going to ply the calm water of Mission Bay on your own. Bring your lunch and pack a fishing pole if you like, or maybe some water skis, and take off for a couple of hours. Once you get your feet back on solid land, drive to nearby Ocean Beach and mosey down Newport Avenue Antique Row for some relaxing window shopping until your tummy grumbles. Once you’re ready, head over to Hodad’s near Ocean Beach for a juicy burger and milkshake.






SURF ‘N’ TURF

You don’t have to throw away your worldly possessions, drive a VW bus, or even grow out your hair to take an authentic surf trip down the San Diego coast. Nope, all you need is a little equipment and a lot of time to take an unhurried tour of the region’s best outdoor adventures both on and off the water. You don’t even need a ton of money—just rely on the campgrounds, hostels, motels, and cheap eats along the way. You’ll have the most fun with a surfboard and a mountain bike at hand for each of the travelers in your group. Your best bet is to do these activities in fall through spring. That’s when the swell comes in, the desert’s cool, and the crowds are small. Because the ocean is a fickle, there’s no real set itinerary for this vacation. Act like the locals and go with the flow.
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Windansea in La Jolla






Surfing

North of Oceanside, San Onofre State Park is one of the best places in the county to burn some daylight hours paddling out. Consider the longboard-friendly break at Old Man’s, or make the trek up to Lower Trestles if that storied left is firing.

Farther south down to Encinitas, you can stuff yourself silly with a cheap and tasty breakfast at Pipes Café; keep your ears open at this surfer-friendly spot to hear where the waves might be best around here. Do a little reconnaissance along the coast while you digest to pick out a location for your afternoon session. The first obvious place to look is Swami’s, less than five minutes away along U.S. 101. If there’s no luck there, follow the highway south to Pipes and Suckouts farther south.

If the water’s flat up north, backtrack north a couple of minutes to the Agua Hedionda Lagoon for some wakeboarding.

When evenings roll around, consider chillin’ around a fire at one of North County’s coastal campsites and making friends with some of the San Diego locals who come here to get away from the grind. Some favorite spots include San Onofre and San Elijo. If you prefer some more stimulating evening activities, a stay further south may be in order, your best bet being in Pacific Beach. Set up shop at Mission Bay Motel and hit the bars along Mission Boulevard and Garnet Avenue.

In the mornings you can stumble out of bed and head across the street to treat your hangover with a lazy breakfast at The Eggery, a perfect place to fuel up for days spent ambling up the Mission Beach Boardwalk or surfing at Tourmaline Surfing Park. Even on a calm day this combination reef and point break is worth lugging out the longboard. Plus, between here and Crystal Pier is one of the best beach scenes in the city.

Don’t forget the breaks out in La Jolla, either. Windansea offers one of the nicest reef breaks within city limits, and if you head up to Torrey Pines State Reserve you’ll find one of the county’s very best beach breaks, Black’s Beach. Here surfers coexist with a healthy contingent of nudists who use this out-of-the-way spot as a place to sunbathe in the buff.




Cycling

Clean the dust off your bike gears for an adventure through San Diego’s bike paths. If you are up in North County and are skunked by glassy conditions, hop on your bike for an easy spin along an abandoned stretch of Old Highway 101 that runs south of the park for a little over three miles.
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Hop on a beach cruiser to get a flavor for the coast.





Some the other more exciting land-based activities may take a bit more planning. You’ll want to rise early, pack a lunch, and head east on I-8 to reach San Diego’s mountains. Take Sunrise Highway, the serpentine road up through the Laguna Mountains and consider a stop along the way at Big Laguna Meadow for a scenic 10-mile mountain bike ride along the trail here. You’ll have the opportunity to lengthen it if you choose to climb the hills along the spur of Noble Canyon Trail.




Hiking

If the waves aren’t co-operating and you’re at the city beaches, zip east along Highway 52 from La Jolla out to Mission Trails Park and hike to the top of Cowles Mountain.

Out near the desert town of Borrego Springs you can gain an appreciation of the arid ecosystem with a hike up Borrego Palm Canyon Trail to an honest to goodness oasis. Before you go, make a stop at the Anza-Borrego State Park Visitors Center and pore through its interpretive exhibits.




Bouldering and Mountain Biking

Southwest of Borrego Springs, check out the granite-speckled Culp Valley for some of the best bouldering in the county. This is also a good starting point for an epic day in the mountain biking saddle. Nearby Grapevine Canyon presents the opportunity for an exhilarating ride for as many as 16 miles to Yaqui Well.
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Hike to a natural oasis in Borrego Springs.







4x4 Adventures

The best way to get out there and actually see the desert is to hop aboard one of the retrofitted troop transport trucks operated by California Overland, which can take you to the vistas of Font’s Point and many out-of-the-way slot canyons and dry lake beds.




OUT ON THE GREEN
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Torrey Pines golf course




San Diego’s constant sunshine and moderate climate make it a heavenly place to take a stroll along the greens and fairways of its storied golf courses, whether you’re a scratch golfer or an average duffer. If you bring your clubs, consider slinging them on any one of these top-tier sets of links.

TORREY PINES

Host of the 2008 U.S. Open, Torrey Pines is one of the most iconic municipal golf courses in the nation. Set along the cliffs between La Jolla and Del Mar, you’ll get your money’s worth during a twilight round here. The sunsets over the ocean are amazing.

AVIARA GOLF CLUB

Home to a world-renowned golf academy and set within one of the county’s nicest golf resorts, the Arnold Palmer–designed Aviara Golf Club flows along the Baitiquitos Lagoon; the grounds’ water features and hazards were crafted to serve as visual extensions of the landscape.

LA COSTA

Once the long-time host of the World Golf Championship Accenture Match Play Championship, the two PGA Championship 18-hole courses at La Costa Resort offer a fine measuring stick to compare your play against some of the best. It’s also set within one of San Diego’s favorite resort hideaways, a getaway for the stars for decades.

SYCUAN SINGING HILLS

Tucked away in a secluded valley amid San Diego’s chaparral-covered hillsides, this challenging facility has enough bunkers and water features to challenge the best of them. It’s frequently voted by the locals as the best course in the county.

RIVERWALK GOLF COURSE

Conveniently located just a short chip away from downtown along the former marshes of Mission Valley, Riverwalk Golf Course will challenge you. Architect Ted Robinson Sr. brought the leisurely San Diego River into play on many of the holes here, with water hazards making an appearance on 13 of its 27 holes.




ADRENALINE RUSH
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hang gliding in La Jolla




With lots of year-round sunshine, San Diego has cultivated a thriving recreational sports scene. The area is home to some of the most pristine waterways, bike paths, and nature trails in the country, ideal for running, cycling, fishing, and boating.

Visitors don’t have to be professional athletes or a knowledgeable locals to find the area’s best activities. Participating in the following events, tours, and schools can put you right in the middle of San Diego’s recreational charms without having to spend hours planning your outdoor adventure.

RUN

The Rock and Roll Marathon entertains its runners with bands performing along the route and a concert at the finish line.

If you like to run, but care not to race, City Running Tours offers a tour of San Diego sights from the unique perspective of a runner’s mind.

BIKE

Adventure seekers can feel the thrill of bombing down one of La Jolla’s highest hillsides on the Mount Soledad Bike Plunge, which ends along the beach at La Jolla shores.

Thousands of cyclists tune up their rides to join the 25-mile procession along the scenic San Diego Bay during the annual Bike the Bay event.

On the popular Tour de Borrego explore the cactus-covered vistas of the Anza-Borrego Desert during wildflower season.

SWIM

Put on a cap and dive into the water with thousands of other intrepid water lovers at one of the top roughwater swim events in the nation, La Jolla Cove Rough Water Swim.

TRIATHLON

San Diego is the birthplace of the modern triathlon, first held in 1974 along Mission Bay. The Mission Bay Triathlon is still held along the original waterway, which provides a scenic route to test your run-bike-swim mettle.

SAIL

Learn to tack and jib aboard one of Harbor Island Yacht Club’s instructional crafts during one of the basic cruising weekend sailing classes, or participate in a live-aboard week-long learn-to-sail vacation.

FISH

Take any one of the half-day, full-day, or multi-day deep sea fishing tours out of Point Loma’s Fisherman’s Landing.

Get up close and personal with the catch off the bow of a kayak with a tour from La Jolla Kayak Fishing Adventures.

FLY

Learn to hang glide or paraglide from the instructors at Torrey Pines Gliderport, located on a cliff overlooking the ocean in La Jolla. Or take an expert-guided tandem flight.
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Little more than 30 years ago, California’s Central Coast—with mid-sized cities like Ventura, Santa Barbara, and San Luis Obispo, and smaller towns like Ojai, San Simeon, Paso Robles, Cambria, and Solvang—was nothing more than a loose aggregate of beachside towns, tract housing, mom-and-pop eateries, and lone motels. There were few reasons to visit, unless you were looking for an idyllic stroll along the Pacific Ocean or among the gentle rolling hills of the rural valleys. But within three decades, Santa Barbara, Ventura, and San Luis Obispo Counties have morphed into tourist destinations filled with high-end real estate, world-class vineyards, exceptional restaurants, and vibrant sporting events, and are now viewed as representations of the quintessential California dream.

Situated on a narrow shelf 26 miles long and sandwiched between the Pacific Ocean and Los Padres National Forest, Santa Barbara is blessed with a nearly perfect and consistent climate and stunning vistas of the nearby mountains and ocean.

Ventura and Santa Barbara, less than 90 miles from Los Angeles, are a day-tripper’s delight, and the wine regions of both counties can be accessed on a day trip—or even better, make a superb weekend getaway. Charming and unpretentious San Luis Obispo, not yet influenced by the megacities, is great for a true small-town beach experience.
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The Central Coast wine industry has been a driving force in making this region into a destination. The sheer number of wineries is staggering: There are more than 400 of them here, with more starting up all the time. Whereas regions like Napa and Sonoma took decades to understand their soils, microclimates, preferred rootstock, and clones, the learning curve on the Central Coast was truncated, affording greater opportunities for innovative winemakers in less time. The Central Coast is also one of the last refuges for maverick farmers, risk-taking winemakers, and independent business owners.

California’s Central Coast makes up the best of California: beautiful ocean drives, copious sun, deserts, pine-studded mountains, excellent wines, locally owned businesses, diverse outdoor activities, discernable architectural identities, and an intriguing history, all within a three-county area that’s less than a three-hour drive from boundary to boundary.
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Planning Your Trip


WHERE TO GO


Santa Barbara

Sandwiched between the sparkling Pacific Ocean and the rugged Los Padres Mountains, Santa Barbara is the quintessential California getaway. Surrounded by undeniable physical beauty, the city provides many waterfront sights, including the popular Stearns wharf and the cove-like Leadbetter beach, a city favorite. Wine-tasting, dining, and shopping amidst breathtaking Spanish architecture abound on the city’s main artery, State Street, and in the surrounding neighborhoods. The city also boasts museum gems that highlight the city’s rich Native American, Spanish, and Mexican history and culture, as well as a flourishing arts scene evident in the multitude of art galleries and top-notch performing-arts venues.




Ventura and Ojai

Ventura is a throwback to what the coast was like 30 years ago, and it’s surprising that it hasn’t changed much. The surf vibe is strong here, with a vibrant commercial district and an up-and-coming arts community. The county is home to a dozen wineries and an increasing number of outstanding restaurants. It’s also the base to get to the Channel Islands National Park; Anacapa Island, which is a mere 12 miles offshore, is an easy and awe-inspiring day trip. Ojai, by contrast, is a left-of-center small town that attracts artists and those seeking an off-the-beaten-path experience. It’s also a spiritual hub, claiming many meditation and yoga retreat centers. Nearby Lake Casitas offers camping and water activities in a remote mountain setting.




Santa Barbara Wine Country

Small towns featuring intimate wine-tasting rooms punctuate the Santa Barbara wine country region. Unlike any other town on the Central Coast, quaint Solvang features sights that explore Danish heritage and a multitude of tasty Danish bakeries and restaurants. Santa Ynez boasts scenic wine roads and excellent wineries in a quiet setting. Los Olivos is a one-stop shop for all things wine, with the don’t-miss biodynamic Beckmen Vineyards; and in Santa Maria, the gateway to wine country, you can visit the Mission La Purisima Concepcion de Maria Santisima, one of the most beautiful and authentic missions in Central California.
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one of the many coves at the Channel Islands








[image: e9781598806489_i0009.jpg]






San Luis Obispo and Paso Robles

Slow-paced coastal town San Luis Obispo beckons with a beautiful downtown fronted by Higuera Street, an ideal spot for creekside dining and strolling. Nearby, the historic Madonna Inn is the perfect place to stop for lunch or dinner and marvel at the over-the-top decor. A short day trip from San Luis Obispo is Paso Robles, the hub of the most exciting wine industry area in all of California, with access to more than 200 wineries that have made their home along the languid and scenic Highway 46.
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Paso Robles is the heart of the wine industry in San Luis Obispo County.







Cambria, San Simeon, and Morro Bay

The largest draw for this slice of craggy beach is the opulent, impressive, and outlandish Hearst Castle, but that’s certainly not all there is to see here. The rugged beauty of Cambria and San Simeon’s coastline provides many recreational activities, including strolls along the stunning Moonstone Beach boardwalk, excellent hiking trails in the Montana de Oro State Park, and a trip to the base of the ancient dormant volcano Morro Rock. Cambria’s village area draws a crowd for its local storefronts featuring antiques, local artwork, and a variety of unique gifty items, as well as its excellent and cozy restaurants.






WHEN TO GO

During the summer months, the weather can be hit or miss. The “June gloom” is a reality, with the marine layer covering the area until as late as 4 P.M. The beaches and the islands are often blanketed in fog. There are certainly days when it’s warm and postcard perfect, but these are the exception and not the rule. During this time the crowds are larger, the lines are longer, parking is more expensive, and services can be rushed because everything is operating at capacity. This is especially true of the smaller towns like Los Olivos, Cambria, Solvang, and Morro Bay, simply because of their small size. However the majority of events and festivals happen during the summer months, and draw many visitors to the area.

The coast is at its best March-May and October-December. During the spring, after the winter rains, the land has been replenished and the hillsides are verdant green. In fall, the crowds have thinned and there isn’t the frenetic pace of the busy summer months. At both times of year it’s warm, not hot, and the skies are clear.
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Hearst Castle









Explore Santa Barbara & the Central Coast


THE FIVE-DAY BEST OF SANTA BARBARA AND THE CENTRAL COAST

These five days of bliss will get you to many of the high points on the Central Coast. This itinerary is not designed for a leisurely pace, but you will definitely see a lot and get the best possible overview of all that the region has to offer. The Central Coast covers three different counties; it’s possible to use Santa Barbara as a base from which to fan out south to Ventura or north to San Luis Obispo, which can be accomplished in single day trips. To fully explore the Central Coast, though, it’s best to use each county as a oneor two-day base if possible.


Day 1

Start your first day in the city of Santa Barbara with breakfast at Renaud’s Patisserie and Bistro to make certain you get the best croissants in town. From there head over to the Old Mission Santa Barbara, and do the self guided tour. Plan for a little time to walk across the street and over the lawn to see the 1,000 varieties in the rose garden. Meander down to The Santa Barbara County Courthouse and explore the Sunken Gardens, and get your photo op in the clock tower with its expansive views of red-tile roofs, the ocean, the mountains, and downtown. Walk from there to State Street to Sullivan Goss: An American Gallery and admire the art, then lunch at Arts & Letters Café in the quiet courtyard with a three-tiered Spanish fountain directly behind the art gallery.
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Head down State Street to explore the shops and stores and swing into El Presidio de Santa Bárbara State Historic Park to stand in the birthplace of the city. Across the street is El Cuartel, the second oldest building in California and the only remaining original section of the presidio from the late 1700s. As you continue down State Street, walk through El Paseo or La Arcada Court, two historic and quintessential Santa Barbara paseos. Head to the waterfront and rent a surrey or bike and roll down the coast along Cabrillo Boulevard all the way to the Andre Clark Bird Refuge, then circle back and drop off the bike.
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