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golden poppies, Big Sur.





California exists on the edge of the continent, where land and sea collide. This primal collision is the source of stunning beauty and singular geologic phenomena like the volcanic dome of Morro Rock, the honeycombs of sea caves along the La Jolla headlands, and the sheer walls of rock falling to the ocean at Big Sur. Waterfalls decorate cliff faces like ribbons, and spring wildflowers paint the hillsides above the blue-green ocean.


This land- and seascape can push you to your physical limits. Catch your first wave in the surf at Santa Cruz. Dive into a Monterey kelp forest. Explore deep into a Channel Islands sea cave by kayak. Trek the wild Lost Coast Trail. You might spot condors swirling in the night sky like embers, elk appearing out of the fog on secluded beaches, or migrating gray whales sounding offshore. You’ll never get closer to the natural world than you can here.


Along the more placid sections of the coastline, the crashing surf smooths out into gentle waves lapping soft sands. This is the California coast that people all over the world know through popular culture, where sun worshippers share the shoreline with movie stars. Warm sunshine, colorful boardwalks, and easy access attract visitors seeking pleasure and relaxation.
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organic wine grapes in Sonoma
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Monterey coastline
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Mount Tamalpais





California is also on the cutting edge of art, entertainment, and cuisine. Trends are born here before spreading to the rest of the country and the world. It’s where we first heard the music of The Doors, the Grateful Dead, Dr. Dre, and Beck. You can still catch performances by up-and-coming bands of all stripes at venues like The Fillmore in San Francisco, The Echo in Los Angeles, or The Casbah in San Diego. Or see the art of the avant-garde at world-class museums and galleries. California gave the United States its first taste of sushi and its first native-born wines, and it still offers one-of-a-kind culinary experiences. Enjoy authentic dim sum in San Francisco, or sample Mexican street tacos topped with kimchi in Los Angeles. Head to Carmel Valley, Santa Barbara, or Paso Robles to discover your new favorite wine. Or visit one of the North Coast’s many microbreweries for your first sip of oatmeal stout or tangerine wheat ale.


Drink it all in. You’ll return from your adventures on the edge of the continent with stories at the tip of your tongue.
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Laguna Beach
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Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk.
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common warning sign along California’s coast









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 San Francisco: Experience one of the country’s most unique cities by exploring its world-class museums, plunging city streets, and iconic sights (click here).
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2 Wine-Tasting: The wines produced in California vineyards are known throughout the world. Sample these creations in Napa and Sonoma (click here), Carmel Valley (click here), Anderson Valley (click here), and Santa Barbara (click here).
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3 California Cuisine: Whether it’s fresh seafood in Cayucos (click here), an upscale meal in San Francisco (click here), or an inventive taco served from an LA food truck (click here), California has a range of flavors as varied as its landscape.








[image: image]



4 Redwoods: Crane your neck at skyscraping redwoods at Redwood National and State Parks (click here), along the Avenue of the Giants (click here), in Muir Woods (click here), and in Big Sur (click here).
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5 On the Bay in Monterey: Test your surfing skills in Santa Cruz (click here), kayak or paddle off Cannery Row (click here), or go whale-watching in Monterey Bay (click here).
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6 Hike Big Sur: The Big Sur Coast Highway (click here) offers access to some of the state’s best parks and hikes.
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7 Hit the Beach: Enjoy the solitude and rugged beauty of the North Coast (click here), or opt for sun and sand on the popular beaches of Los Angeles (click here) and San Diego (click here).
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8 Los Angeles: This world-class city is known for its iconic Hollywood sights a vibrant culinary scene, coastal enclaves, and a renewed downtown (click here).
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9 The Coast Unplugged: Experience the raw beauty of California’s natural world. Camp under redwoods on the North Coast (click here) or in Big Sur (click here). Escape to Channel Islands National Park (click here) to get a feel for the rugged coastline.
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10 Craft Beer: California’s craft beer scene has exploded with excellent breweries across the state. Sample the state’s best suds in San Diego (click here) and on the North Coast (click here).






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


San Francisco and the Bay Area


The politics, the culture, the food—these are what make San Francisco world-famous. Dine on cutting-edge cuisine at high-end restaurants and offbeat food trucks, tour classical and avant-garde museums, and bike through Golden Gate Park or stroll along Fisherman’s Wharf. The surrounding region is as diverse as the city itself. To the north, Marin offers wilderness seekers a quick respite from the city, while ethnic diversity and intellectual curiosity give the East Bay a hip urban edge. Meanwhile, the beaches of Coastside are a short drive away.


North Coast


For deserted beaches, towering redwoods, and scenic coastal towns, cruise north along the Redwood Coast. Explore Russian history at Fort Ross on the grassy bluffs of the Sonoma Coast, and fall in love with Mendocino’s small-town charm and nearby wineries. Detour west to the Lost Coast to experience coastline barely touched by human development.


Monterey and Big Sur


Some of the most beautiful and most adventurous coastline in the world is along the Pacific Coast Highway. Go surfing in Santa Cruz. Witness gray whales and sea lions off rugged Monterey Bay, and also explore their environment at the world-class Monterey Bay Aquarium. Wander around in the art galleries of Carmel-by-the-Sea and then take a stroll on the light sands of Carmel Beach. If you are a wine lover, be sure to head out to Carmel Valley to taste some of the region’s best varietals.
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the Monterey Bay Aquarium
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Camp and hike the unspoiled wilderness of Big Sur, and then tour grandiose Hearst Castle in San Simeon.


Santa Barbara and the Central Coast


Take in the picturesque Santa Barbara Mission and then stroll down the city’s State Street, which is lined with shops, restaurants, and bars. Enjoy the lonely coastline of Jalama Beach County Park or, to truly get away from it all, take a boat ride out to Channel Islands National Park. Bask in Santa Barbara’s abundant sunshine at nearby Refugio State Beach on the Gaviota Coast or visit the wine-tasting rooms of downtown Santa Barbara and the nearby Santa Maria Valley. Farther south, Ventura offers visitors a historic mission, a vibrant downtown, and a reliable surf break. For a relaxing getaway, head to one of the region’s beach towns: Cayucos, Morro Bay, or Pismo Beach.


Los Angeles and Orange Country


For a taste of the iconic California dream, you can’t beat Los Angeles. From the glitz and glamour of Hollywood and Beverly Hills to the camp and kitsch of Santa Monica 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 sugar-sand beaches.


San Diego


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



Know Before You Go



When to Go


California’s best feature is its all-season appeal. Summer is the coast’s travel season; expect crowds at popular attractions, wineries, beaches, and campgrounds. (Although the quote, “The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco,” falsely attributed to Mark Twain, still holds true, as the wind and fog that blows through the city June-August surprises unsuspecting visitors.) In fall, the summer crowds have mostly left but the weather is still warm. It is also the time when some of the best waves occur along the coast for surfers.


Winter is the rainy season, with lots more precipitation falling on the northern section of the coastline than in the south. Spring is the best time of year for spotting wildflowers and waterfalls. It’s less crowded than summer (except for spring break).


Transportation


The easiest airports to fly into are San Francisco (SFO) and Los Angeles (LAX). If you’re flying into San Francisco, you can avoid some of the hassle by flying into nearby Oakland or San Jose. Similarly, Los Angeles offers several suburban airports—Burbank, Long Beach, Ontario, and John Wayne—that are less congested. If you are visiting the United States from abroad, you’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.


Advance Reservations


Book hotels early and buy tickets for big-name attractions in advance. Visitors to the California coast are frequently surprised at how much is already booked up during the summer months. Purchase tickets to Alcatraz in San Francisco and Hearst Castle in San Simeon at least two weeks in advance during the summer. Save money buying advance tickets for Disneyland online. Make early reservations for big-name restaurants. Lodging and campground reservations are essential in Big Sur.


What to Pack


Summer fog is likely along the coast, and guaranteed in San Francisco. Bring layered clothing, especially a wind-resistant coat and a warm sweater. Expect warm temperatures and even desert heat in Los Angeles and San Diego in the summer. Bring sunscreen; that coastal fog doesn’t stop UV rays.



Pacific Coast Road Trip



The ideal way to experience the California coast is to hit the road. Following this legendary road trip will take you through California’s bustling cosmopolitan cities, small beach towns, redwood forests, and sandy beaches.


For the most part, you’ll cover this stunning 850 miles by following the legendary Pacific Coast Highway (Highway 1) and U.S. 101. You can switch back and forth between the two routes depending on your pace and your interests. Highway 1 is generally more scenic; U.S. 101 is usually faster. A few diversions onto other routes are necessary to cover the entire coast (for example, you’ll be driving I-5 between San Diego and Los Angeles).


The day-by-day routes below begin in Southern California, but you can just as easily start in Central or Northern California, or reverse the route (from driving north to driving south) if that works better for you. Combine all three itineraries to make a 16-day tour of the coast. If you’re pressed for time, choose just one or two of the itineraries.


Five Days in Southern California


San Diego


DAY 1


Easygoing San Diego is a great place to start any vacation. Upon arrival, orient yourself by driving to the top of Mount Soledad Veterans Memorial, a small mountain that has views of the entire city. After that, head down to La Jolla Cove to go kayaking or snorkeling; or just lie on the beach.


In the afternoon, visit Balboa Park, where you’ll spend most of your time at the San Diego Zoo. End your day with a craft beer at one of San Diego’s many breweries, like the giant Stone Brewing Co., followed by a meal in the Gaslamp Quarter. Try the historic Grant Grill or the nearby Café Chloe.


DAY 2


The fastest way to reach the North County beach towns of Encinitas, Carlsbad, and Oceanside is to take I-5 north out of San Diego. Or, to cruise along the coast, opt for North Coast Highway 101 (also called Camino del Mar, San Elijo Boulevard, and Carlsbad Boulevard as it travels from Torrey Pines State Beach to Oceanside). Make sure to stop for a surf or a swim since the ocean temperatures cool as you head up the coast.


Continue north on I-5 to visit Huntington Beach before turning off toward Long Beach for a paranormal ship walk on The Queen Mary, an ocean liner that is now home to restaurants, a hotel, shops, and a museum. If you are daring enough, book a room for the night in the haunted ship.


Los Angeles


DAY 3


Jump on I-405 to save some time and drive about 30 miles north, exiting toward Venice Beach. Park your vehicle and take a stroll along the Venice Boardwalk to take in the local wildlife that includes bodybuilders, street performers, and alternative-culture types. Without getting back on the highway, take the local roads paralleling the beach 10 minutes north to Santa Monica. Enjoy the amusement park rides of the Santa Monica Pier or just take a break on Santa Monica Beach. For dinner, get a taste of the Caribbean at Santa Monica’s casual but popular Cha Cha Chicken or backtrack to Venice for a hearty Italian meal at C&O Trattoria.
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beach houses north of Malibu





DAY 4


Consider heading inland for a day of culture (and pop culture). For aesthetic stimulation, visit the world-famous Getty Center or the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Less rigorous on the mind is a walk down the star-studded Hollywood Walk of Fame and a stop at the historic TCL Chinese Theatre, where you can find the handprints of your favorite movie stars. End the day in downtown Los Angeles with tacos from B.S. Taqueria followed by a cocktail with city views at the Upstairs Bar, the rooftop space atop the Ace Hotel.


DAY 5


Take the Pacific Coast Highway (Highway 1) out of Santa Monica as it heads away from sprawling Los Angeles and into Malibu. Stop at Malibu’s Surfrider Beach to watch the surfers compete for its famously peeling waves (or catch one yourself). After a morning outdoors, feed your mind with ancient art at The Getty Villa in Malibu. (Admission is free, but you’ll need to reserve a ticket in advance.) Finish the day by watching the sun slide into the Pacific from the outdoor deck of Neptune’s Net while enjoying fresh seafood.


If you want to spend more time in the Los Angeles area, you can easily fill a couple of days enjoying Disneyland Resort.




Call of the Wild


SAN FRANCISCO AND THE BAY AREA


• Point Reyes National Seashore (click here) is home to giant elephant seals and tiny, endangered Myrtle’s silverspot butterflies.


• The Farallon Islands (click here) are home to a quarter-million seabirds and one of the world’s largest great white shark populations.


• Año Nuevo State Reserve (click here) is the site of one of the world’s largest mainland breeding colonies of northern elephant seals.


NORTH COAST


• Elk Prairie and Elk Meadow, in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park (click here), are named after their inhabitants.


• Bodega Head (click here) offers views of migrating gray whales January-May.


MONTEREY AND BIG SUR


• Natural Bridges State Beach (click here) hosts thousands of migrating Monarch butterflies mid-October and mid-February. They also stop at Pacific Grove’s Monarch Grove Sanctuary (click here).
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Monarch butterflies





• Elkhorn Slough (click here) hosts 340 bird species, including brown pelicans and snowy plovers. Paddle toward the bay to spot sea lions, harbor seals, and sea otters, as well as bat rays and leopard sharks.


• Walk out on Monterey’s Coast Guard Pier (click here) to spot sea lions and harbor seals.


• Stop along the Big Sur Coast Highway (click here) to spot California condors, North America’s largest land birds.


• Piedras Blancas Elephant Seal Rookery (click here) is a great place to see the beasts up close.


SANTA BARBARA AND THE CENTRAL COAST


• Unique native species like island scrub jays and island foxes are prevalent on Santa Cruz Island (click here), especially in the Scorpion Ranch Campground.


LOS ANGELES AND ORANGE COUNTY


• A herd of bison was introduced to Catalina Island (click here) in the 1920s and has thrived here since.


• Snorkel or a scuba dive at the Avalon Underwater Park (click here) to view garibaldi and gobies.


• In Los Angeles, coyotes, foxes, bobcats, mule deer, and even mountain lions have been spotted in Griffith Park (click here).


SAN DIEGO


• La Jolla Cove (click here) is home to sardines, garibaldi, and leopard sharks.


• Escondido’s San Diego Zoo Safari Park (click here) is where giraffes, lions, and elephants enjoy a more natural outdoor space.






Six Days in Central California



Santa Barbara and the Central Coast


DAY 1


Wake up early and drive north on the scenic Pacific Coast Highway. Thirty-five miles from Malibu, at Oxnard, merge onto U.S. 101. Head north on U.S. 101 to Ventura and take the exit toward Ventura Harbor, where you can catch a boat out to Channel Islands National Park for a day of hiking, snorkeling, or kayaking on Santa Cruz Island or Anacapa Island. (Make boat reservations in advance.) Return to Ventura and eat dinner at one of its seafood restaurants, such as Lure Fish House or Spencer Makenzie’s Fish Company. Or have an Italian meal and cocktail at hip Café Fiore.


DAY 2


Take U.S. 101 north a half hour (28 miles) to Santa Barbara. Get a history fix at the Santa Barbara Mission, which might be the most beautiful of the 21 Spanish missions in California. Then taste some local wines on the Urban Wine Trail, comprising six tasting rooms on lower State Street, or head north for a day at palm-lined Refugio State Beach, 20 miles west of Santa Barbara on U.S. 101.


If your schedule is flexible, you might consider another full day in Santa Barbara, another day of wine-tasting in the nearby Santa Maria Valley, or a day on the Gaviota Coast. Whatever you do, stop at Santa Barbara’s State Street for a fine meal or cocktail at a restaurant like the local favorite Opal. Or head off State Street for superb Mexican food at La Super-Rica Taqueria.


DAY 3


Drive 1.75 hours (92 miles) north of Santa Barbara on U.S. 101 to San Luis Obispo’s Madonna Inn, where you can take in its kitschy decor during a restroom-and-stretch-the-legs break.


Outdoor enthusiasts will want to head off the highway and go west on Los Osos Valley Road just 20 minutes (12 miles) to Montaña de Oro State Park, one of the state’s best coastal parks. Picnic at Spooner’s Cove or hike to the top of 1,347-foot-high Valencia Peak. Then head back to U.S. 101 North, but be sure to turn onto Highway 1 north to take in the sunset over Morro Rock, known as the “Gibraltar of the Pacific.”


Another option is to drive an hour north (44 miles) to opulent Hearst Castle. Tours of this “ranch” built for newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst offer insight into the lifestyle of the rich and infamous.


However you spend your day, end it with a meal in one of the Central Coast’s unassuming beach towns: Morro Bay, Cayucos, or Cambria.


Big Sur


DAY 4


Head north on Highway 1 for what might be the most scenic day of driving on your whole trip. The two-lane highway here winds along the mountains of Big Sur with plentiful views of the ocean. From Cambria to the heart of Big Sur is 75 miles, but the scenery, winding roadway, and frequent road construction can make the drive last well over two hours. Be sure to make multiple stops to take in the scenery at places like Salmon Creek Falls, Sand Dollar Beach, and Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park. Or opt for a comfy cabin by the river at Glen Oaks Big Sur or a rustic room at the charming Deetjen’s Big Sur Inn.
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Big Sur’s Bixby Bridge
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McWay Falls at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park
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harbor seals in Monterey








Monterey Bay


DAY 5


Continue up Highway 1 for 45 minutes (less than 30 miles) through the northern section of Big Sur to the Monterey Peninsula. Take a walk in Carmel’s Point Lobos State Natural Reserve or head to scenic Carmel Beach. Then drive a few miles north into Monterey to spend the afternoon at the Monterey Bay Aquarium.


Dine on fresh seafood at Pacific Grove’s Passionfish, The Sandbar & Grill in Monterey, The Poke Lab in Monterey, or Phil’s Fish Market up Highway 1 in Moss Landing.


If you want to spend another day in this area, wander the galleries in Carmel-by-the-Sea, golf at Pebble Beach, or head inland to Carmel Valley for wine-tasting.


Santa Cruz


DAY 6


Getting to Santa Cruz is an easy 50-minute drive (44 miles) up Highway 1 from the Monterey Peninsula. The eclectic beach city is an ideal place for recreation whether you are surfing, stand-up paddleboarding, or hiking redwood-filled Forest of Nisene Marks State Park or the coastal bluffs of Wilder Ranch State Park. Refuel with a healthy snack at The Picnic Basket before ending the day with thrill rides at the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk.


If your adrenaline is still racing from the Boardwalk rides, calm down with a drink at Red Restaurant and Bar or The Crépe Place.


Five Days in Northern California


San Francisco


DAY 1


Wake up early for a drive on Highway 1 from Santa Cruz less than two hours (80 miles) to San Francisco. In the city, spend a few hours in the thought-provoking San Francisco Museum of Modern Art and have a creative snack at the museum’s In Situ; their menu features popular items from around the world. As the sun goes down, make sure to head out for dinner, whether it’s seafood at the Tadich Grill, modern Thai food at Lers Ros, or pizza at Tony’s Pizza Napoletana. If you still have energy, make sure to check out some of San Francisco’s vibrant nightlife or a concert at a venue like the Great American Music Hall.


DAY 2


Head out on San Francisco Bay to take a fascinating tour of the island prison Alcatraz. Or secure passage on a ferry to Angel Island, which has hiking trails that offer up some of the finest views of the city.




Catch of the Day


Some of the state’s best seafood can be found in unpretentious eateries just footsteps from the ocean.


SAN FRANCISCO AND THE BAY AREA


• Sit at the long marble bar at Swan Oyster Depot (click here) to dine on seafood that was swimming in the ocean just hours earlier.


• Enjoy a decadent Dungeness crab roll or a superbly spicy salmon sandwich at Fish (click here), right on the harbor in Sausalito.


• At Sam’s Chowder House (click here), enjoy both daily fresh catches and a great view of Half Moon Bay.


NORTH COAST


• The smoked wild salmon at tiny Katy’s Smokehouse (click here) in Trinidad may be the best you’ve ever eaten.


• Salt Fish House (click here) in Arcata serves local petrale sole, cod, and Humboldt Bay oysters.


• Eureka’s Humboldt Bay Provisions (click here) has a superb raw bar starring delicious Humboldt Bay oysters.


• Bodega Bay’s Fishetarian Fish Market (click here) is almost 600 miles from Baja, but their fresh rockfish tacos topped with two tasty sauces can hold their own with their southern counterparts.


MONTEREY AND BIG SUR


• Monterey’s Sandbar & Grill (click here) serves up the seaside city’s best calamari in a laid-back setting over the harbor.


• Get a taste of local Sicilian fishermen’s recipes like squid pasta at Monterey’s Fish House (click here).


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


• Opt for raw seafood salads at Monterey’s The Poke Lab (click here), a fast-casual restaurant on Alvarado Street.


SANTA BARBARA AND THE CENTRAL COAST


• Ventura’s Spencer Makenzie’s Fish Company (click here) is known for its fine tempura-battered fish tacos.


• Expect salmon, ahi, and swordfish at local favorite Brophy Brothers (click here), with locations on both the Santa Barbara and Ventura harbors.


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


• People line up at Splash Café (click here) in Pismo Beach for a taste of rich, buttery clam chowder.


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


LOS ANGELES AND ORANGE COUNTY


• Enjoy crispy shrimp tacos topped with a pineapple salsa at local hangout Neptune’s Net (click here), overlooking a Malibu surf break.


• The Lobster Trap (click here) on Catalina Island is all about tasty crustaceans, with options like lobster stuffed with bay shrimp.


SAN DIEGO


• Choose between 13 varieties of fish tacos, including ahi and shark, at San Diego’s Blue Water Seafood Market & Grill (click here).


• Point Loma Seafoods (click here) is all about the freshest fish, which explains why the menu is full of seafood cocktail, sushi, and sashimi. Visit between October and March for locally caught lobster.





In the afternoon, shop the used clothing stores of Haight-Ashbury or the department stores of Union Square. Or browse the books at City Lights in North Beach.


You’ll quickly fall in love with San Francisco; you can easily extend your romance to three or four days if you have the time.


North Coast


DAY 3


Your journey north begins with a drive on U.S. 101 over San Francisco’s iconic Golden Gate Bridge. After five miles, turn off U.S. 101 to Highway 1 at Mill Valley. On the slow, over-four-hour drive up the coast (around 160 miles), make time to stop at places like the tiny but unique Sea Ranch Chapel, which is just feet off Highway 1, and take a hike on the stunning cliffside trails in the Point Arena-Stornetta Unit of the California Coastal National Monument.
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Point Arena-Stornetta Unit of the California Coastal National Monument





End the day in the community of Mendocino with a view of the sunset at Mendocino Headlands State Park or a pint at the lively Patterson’s Pub or at the one-of-a-kind dive bar Dick’s Place.


DAY 4


Drive Highway 1 north of Fort Bragg until the road turns inland to connect with U.S. 101 after about an hour of driving. Opt for the Avenue of the Giants, a drive through redwoods by the Eel River. Even though it’s only 31 miles, the drive could take a few hours if you decide to get out of your car and ponder the trees.


Get back on U.S. 101 and head an hour north (60 miles) to Eureka. Stop to wander the city’s Old Town and waterfront. Taste some of the delicious oysters at the Humboldt Bay Provisions.


Continue on U.S. 101 another 10 minutes or so to charming Arcata. Wander through the redwoods of the Arcata Community Forest before sundown. Dine at one of the restaurants surrounding the lively Arcata Plaza. Follow it with a craft beer at Dead Reckoning Tavern.


DAY 5


Start your morning with a tasty crepe from Arcata’s Renata’s Creperie and Espresso before hitting U.S. 101 North on your final day. About 20 minutes (15 miles) north of Arcata, exit to the scenic coastal city of Trinidad. Have your camera handy for photos of Trinidad Memorial Lighthouse, Trinidad Head, and Trinidad State Beach.


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


Head back to U.S. 101 and drive 45 minutes (38 miles) to Crescent City. End the journey with a beer, a meal, and some live music at SeaQuake Brewing.



Best Beaches



Wide golden beaches with abundant sunshine and legendary surf breaks. Lonely stretches of sand framed by coast redwoods and jagged cliffs. Boardwalks crowded with kids, cotton candy, and roller coasters. California has any kind of beach you could possibly want.


San Francisco and the Bay Area


The Bay Area is one of California’s largest urban centers, but sand seekers can still find beaches within—or just outside of—city limits.


OCEAN BEACH


BEST FOR SUNSETS, STROLLS


Ocean Beach runs for miles along the western edge of San Francisco, offering a break from busy streets and crowded tourist attractions (click here).
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Ocean Beach





BAKER BEACH


BEST FOR SCENERY, PHOTO OPS, SUNBATHING


On the northern tip of San Francisco, this mile-long swath of sand is your best bet for stunning views of the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco Bay. Its northernmost end is known for its nude sunbathers (click here).


MUIR BEACH


BEST FOR SCENERY, WILDLIFE, SUNBATHING


Wildlife enthusiasts flock to Muir Beach. It’s a great place to spot migrating whales during the winter, while fall brings Monarch butterflies. The stream that runs into the ocean at Muir Beach provides a habitat for shorebirds, salmon, trout, and amphibians. Meanwhile, the relatively secluded north side provides a habitat for nude sunbathers (click here).


STINSON BEACH


BEST FOR FAMILIES


In the summer, Stinson has lifeguards, a snack bar, picnic areas, and restrooms that are ideal for a family day at the beach. Surfers, kayakers, and paddleboarders test their skills in the surf (click here).



AÑO NUEVO STATE RESERVE



BEST FOR WILDLIFE


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


North Coast


These beaches showcase the wild, rugged beauty that happens when the land meets the sea with little or no human intervention. On these beaches, there is frequently more wildlife than people. The coast up here is perfect for long contemplative walks—as long as you remember to bundle up. Opportunities for recreation include surfing, diving, kayaking, and stand-up paddleboarding, all without the crowds typical of beaches to the south.


MANCHESTER STATE PARK


BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING, SOLITUDE


The long, debris-strewn beach at Manchester State Park is ideal for beachcombers and offers views of the Point Arena Lighthouse in the distance (click here).


BIG RIVER


BEST FOR KAYAKING, STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING, BEGINNERS’ SURFING


Big River, just south of Mendocino Village, has a range of recreational opportunities. Surf the beach break, launch a kayak to explore the nearby headlands, or paddleboard the river before steering your board into the ocean (click here).


USAL BEACH


BEST FOR WILDLIFE, SOLITUDE


Follow the mountainous dirt road to Usal Beach, where you may spot Roosevelt elk. Even if you don’t see these giant animals, you can bask in the solitude (click here).


BLACK SAND BEACH


BEST FOR SCENERY


An easier way to take in the rugged beauty of the Lost Coast is to marvel at Shelter Cove’s Black Sand Beach, framed by the towering King Range (click here).




Surf and Turf


With great weather year-round, lots of ocean access, and a bounty of beaches, the California coast has a plethora of recreational opportunities.


SURFING


After Hawaiians introduced surfing to California, it became an essential part of the state’s culture. California offers up waves for every level of surfer. Iconic surf breaks like San Diego’s Black’s Beach, Santa Barbara’s Rincon, and Santa Cruz’s Steamer Lane make surfers from around the world drool with anticipation. Beginners can attempt their first waves at the gentle peeling waves of Santa Cruz’s Cowell’s Beach or Malibu’s Surfrider Beach.


STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING


California’s many bays, inlets, and protected areas are the perfect places to get started in the coast’s fastest-growing sport. Hit the water at Orange County’s Dana Point Harbor, the Central Coast’s Cayucos Beach or Santa Cruz Harbor or offshore along Monterey’s Cannery Row, and at Mendocino’s Van Damme State Park on the North Coast.
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Explore Mendocino’s sea caves by stand-up paddleboard.





SCUBA DIVING AND SNORKELING


The best way to see the multitude of sea life, kelp forests, and reefs off the California shoreline is to put on some snorkeling or scuba gear. The clear waters and swaying kelp forests of the Monterey Peninsula make it one of the biggest dive destinations in the state. Santa Catalina Island offers pristine underwater habitats for the adventurous, while San Diego’s La Jolla Cove provides easy access to the undersea world.


BACKPACKING


To get away from the crowds, strap on a backpack and head to the state’s more remote areas. The North Coast’s Lost Coast Trail is a three-day backpacking trip along a 24-mile stretch of rugged coastline. Big Sur’s Ventana Wilderness offers multiday excursions to hot springs and peaks with fabulous coast views. Or you can get away from it all at backcountry camps on Santa Cruz Island and Santa Rosa Island in Channel Islands National Park.





EEL RIVER


BEST FOR SWIMMING


Not all great beaches are on the ocean; beaches line the Eel River as it winds beside the popular Avenue of the Giants, offering motorists a cool dip and a place to bask in the sun (click here).


TRINIDAD STATE BEACH


BEST FOR SCENERY, PICNICS


This scenic stretch of shore under the rounded knob of Trinidad Head is ideal for a family picnic—especially if you pick up some smoked salmon from nearby Katy’s Smokehouse (click here).
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the beautiful Trinidad coast






GOLD BLUFFS BEACH



BEST FOR WILDLIFE, SOLITUDE


Back in 1850, prospectors found gold flakes on Gold Bluffs Beach, but now the treasures of this coastal area within Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park are its remote beauty and its wildlife (click here).


SOUTH BEACH


BEST FOR SURFING


Crescent City’s South Beach offers one of the state’s northernmost surf breaks, where surfers of all abilities can catch easy peeling waves (click here).


Monterey and Big Sur


Monterey Bay, a National Marine Sanctuary known for its wildlife, has relatively pristine waters and a handful of worthy beaches. The Big Sur coastline is rugged, but there are several places to access the beach—and it’s almost always worth the effort.


COWELL’S BEACH


BEST FOR SURFING


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


SANTA CRUZ BEACH BOARDWALK


BEST FOR FAMILIES


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


MOSS LANDING


BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING, SOLITUDE


Usually uncrowded except for a handful of surfers and anglers, Moss Landing State Beach and Zmudowski State Beach offer long stretches of lonesome sand (click here).



CARMEL BEACH



BEST FOR SCENERY, SUNSETS, DOG LOVERS


With its pale sand and contrasting blue-green ocean water, Carmel Beach is a jewel of the Monterey Bay. It’s also one of the friendliest beaches for dogs in the state (click here).
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Carmel River State Beach is one of the Central Coast’s most scenic stretches of sand.





PFEIFFER BEACH


BEST FOR PHOTO OPS, SUNSETS


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


SAND DOLLAR BEACH


BEST FOR PICNICS


Protected by cliffs on windy days, crescent-shaped Sand Dollar Beach is a great spot for a picnic (click here).


MOONSTONE BEACH


BEST FOR BEACHCOMBING


You can hunt for the eponymous moonstones on this Cambria beach. Its impressive driftwood structures are also worthy discoveries (click here).


Santa Barbara and the Central Coast


The last strand of relatively undeveloped coastline before Southern California is north of Santa Barbara. Ventura draws surfers from throughout the Southland. Cayucos, Morro Bay, and Pismo Beach have some of the finest swaths of sand north of Los Angeles County.


ARROYO BURRO BEACH


BEST FOR DOG LOVERS


If you have a dog in tow, head to Santa Barbara’s Arroyo Burro Beach. Past the slough, dogs are allowed off leash (click here).


RINCON


BEST FOR SURFING


Ranked 49th in a Surfer Magazine list of the 100 best waves in the world, Rincon can produce a long, peeling right with the right swell (click here).



JALAMA BEACH COUNTY PARK



BEST FOR CAMPING, SOLITUDE


This beach park in the middle of nowhere is a refuge for surfers, anglers, beachcombers, and families who want to unplug from modern life (click here).


REFUGIO STATE BEACH


BEST FOR SWIMMING, FAMILIES


The best beach on the Gaviota Coast is on this protected cove lined with palm trees. Its ocean waters are calm enough for wading children and beginning kayakers (click here).


CALIFORNIA STREET BEACH


BEST FOR SURFING, SIGHTSEEING


To catch some hot surfing action, head to Ventura’s California Street Beach, known locally as “C Street” (click here).


PISMO BEACH


BEST FOR FAMILIES


Studded with volleyball courts and lifeguard stands, Pismo Beach feels like a Southern California beach without the massive development. It’s ideal for a day with the family (click here).


SPOONER’S COVE


BEST FOR SCENERY, PICNICS


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


MORRO ROCK BEACH


BEST FOR PHOTO OPS, SURFING


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





Los Angeles and Orange County


Los Angeles and neighboring Orange County share a wealth of superb beaches, known to the world from decades of movies and television shows: They’re broad, sandy, and packed with people during the summer months. The best of the best have a little something that sets them apart.



LEO CARRILLO STATE PARK



BEST FOR SCENERY, CAMPING, DOG LOVERS


At the northern end of L.A. County, Leo Carrillo feels a world away from bustling Los Angeles. This 1.5-mile-long beach has tide pools, caves, and reefs. The northern section is also a perfect place to take your leashed pooch (click here).


MALIBU SURFRIDER BEACH


BEST FOR SURFING


Surfers flock to Malibu Surfrider Beach to catch one of California’s greatest peeling waves or to soak up the vibe of the surf culture that was born here in the early 1960s (click here).


SANTA MONICA STATE BEACH


BEST FOR FAMILIES, SUNBATHING


Take in the plentiful Southern California sunshine and the amusements available at the Santa Monica Pier (click here).


VENICE BEACH


BEST FOR PEOPLE-WATCHING


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





HERMOSA BEACH


BEST FOR VOLLEYBALL, FAMILIES


Hermosa Beach has the feel and attitude of a small beach town, even though it’s surrounded by metropolitan Los Angeles. Volleyball nets are available for pickup games, and “The Strand” is ideal for a jog or bike ride (click here).


HUNTINGTON CITY BEACH


BEST FOR SURFING, SUNBATHING


Orange County’s Huntington City Beach offers multiple recreation options, including surfing the waves that break on either side of the pier (click here).


LAGUNA BEACH’S MAIN BEACH


BEST FOR TIDEPOOLING, SUNBATHING


Main Beach is an ideal SoCal stretch of sand with palm trees and abundant sunshine. It gets even better at its north end, where some rocky tide pools are located (click here).


San Diego


With warmer ocean temperatures and year-round sunshine, San Diego’s beaches are the most welcoming in the state.


CORONADO MAIN BEACH


BEST FOR FAMILIES, SUNSETS


Spread out, catch some sun, and take in views of the nearby Hotel del Coronado (click here).


OCEAN BEACH


BEST FOR PEOPLE-WATCHING, DOG LOVERS


Lying at the end of an eclectic community, this beach is popular with dogs—and their people (click here).


LA JOLLA COVE


BEST FOR SUNBATHING, SNORKELING, KAYAKING


La Jolla Cove is a pocket beach between two cliffs. Sunbathers take up most of the real estate on crowded weekends. An underwater park with sea caves right offshore is perfect for snorkelers and kayakers (click here).


BLACK’S BEACH


BEST FOR ADVANCED SURFING, SUNBATHING


Black’s Beach is a legendary surf spot and also a nudist beach. Getting here involves an adventurous hiking path down 300-foot-high cliffs (click here).




Dog Days


Dog owners will have a lot more fun on the California coast with their furry friends along for the ride. Luckily, there are lots of options for people who want to bring their pets.
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There are lots of dog-friendly beaches on the California Coast.





ACCOMMODATIONS


Kimpton Hotels, a luxury boutique hotel chain with 15 properties along the California coast, goes out of its way to welcome pets. It offers pet beds, food bowls, water bowls, and information about all the pet-friendly attractions and businesses in the area. Some of Kimpton’s properties include San Diego’s Hotel Palomar, Santa Barbara’s Canary Hotel, and San Francisco’s Sir Francis Drake.


On the coast, the Crowne Plaza Ventura Beach has a whole floor of pet-friendly rooms.


Carmel-by-the-Sea is a superb place to vacation with your four-legged friend. Many hotels allow dogs including the Tradewinds Carmel, the Coachman’s Inn, the Lamp Lighter Inn, and the Cypress Inn, which is co-owned by animal activist Doris Day.


On the North Coast, Fort Bragg’s Beachcomber Motel offers pet-friendly rooms, a dog park, and pet suites with doggie doors that open up to a fenced-in enclosure with a doghouse. In nearby Anderson Valley, both the Anderson Valley Inn and the Boonville Hotel reserve a couple of rooms for families with dogs.


BEACHES


A few California beaches permit and even encourage dog visitation. One of the best is Carmel Beach in Carmel-by-the-Sea. On any given day, more dogs roam this beach than people—and they can do so leash-free.


The north end of San Diego’s Ocean Beach calls itself “The Original Dog Beach.” It’s also leash-free. Del Mar City Beach has a dog section that extends from 29th Street to Solana Beach.


Known as “Surf City USA,” Orange County’s Huntington Beach might as well be called “Dog City USA.” The north end between Seapoint Avenue and 21st Street allows pets.


Santa Barbara’s Arroyo Burro Beach permits pets to be off leash past the slough, while Montara State Beach in the Bay Area’s Coastside invites dogs as long as they’re leashed.


PARKS


The second-largest park in San Francisco, McLaren Park has dog play areas. The Coastside Trail is a paved dog-friendly path that connects various Half Moon Bay beaches and the adjacent shoreline. One of the Monterey Peninsula’s best places to hike with your dog is Carmel Valley’s Garland Ranch Regional Park. The park has off-leash areas and water fountains designed to hydrate both you and your pet.


The California State Parks on the coast generally allow leashed dogs in the day-use areas but not on the trails. Contact the specific state park that you will be visiting to confirm where your pet is permitted.






Romantic Getaways



Crashing waves, breathtaking views, gourmet restaurants, and luxury hotels make the California coast perfect for romance.


San Francisco and the Bay Area


Have a wonderful meal together at a fine San Francisco restaurant like State Bird Provisions or Farallon and then take in an opera at the War Memorial Opera House. End the night by sipping a cocktail and looking at the lights of the city from Harry Denton’s Starlight Room. Stay at the Hotel VIA and enjoy access to its rooftop bar.


Just north of San Francisco, the Cavallo Point Lodge feels a world away from the city but still has all the amenities for a romantic evening, including a fine restaurant, a spa, a pampering staff, and stunning views of the Golden Gate Bridge and the bay.


Down the coast, the Half Moon Bay area offers nice romantic retreats. Spend the night at the castle-like Ritz-Carlton Half Moon Bay or the bayside Beach House at Half Moon Bay.


North Coast


Pack up a bottle of wine and a blanket for a long walk on a secluded beach. Toward the upper end of the North Coast, Trinidad State Beach is a picturesque place to picnic. Farther south, Manchester State Park’s beach offers miles of uncrowded coastline and large beached logs perfect for watching the sunset.
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Trinidad State Beach





Rent one of the four private Victorian cottages at Eureka’s Carter House Inns. Or spend a night at the lovely Elk Cove Inn, where you can walk down to a beautiful cove. Another option is the Sea Ranch Lodge, where every room has a view of the serene Sonoma Coast. The village of Mendocino has a variety of romantic bed-and-breakfasts including the Brewery Gulch Inn.


Monterey Bay


Romance can blossom on a sunset walk on Carmel Beach, followed by an upscale Mexican meal at Cultura with its extensive menu of smoky mescals. Stay the night in one of Carmel’s luxurious accommodations, like the opulent La Playa Carmel or the East-meets-West-themed Tradewinds Carmel. Or drive a few miles north to Pacific Grove to spend an evening at the Green Gables Inn, an ornate Victorian bed-and-breakfast with a view of the aptly named Lover’s Point protruding into the bay.


Detour inland to Carmel Valley to visit one of the valley’s many wine-tasting rooms, such as the luxurious Bernardus Winery or the unassuming Heller Estate Organic Vineyards with its outdoor sculpture garden. Then relax together at Refuge Spa, a collection of hot, warm, and cool water tubs nestled under the Santa Lucia Mountains.


Big Sur


Big Sur is a great place for romantic walks, whether to Pfeiffer Beach or to see McWay Falls plunge into the Pacific at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park. Post hike, a posh night at the Post Ranch Inn or Ventana Big Sur will definitely impress your significant other. A less pricey but cozy alternative is Deetjen’s Big Sur Inn. The fascinating guest journals frequently detail romantic encounters.
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the Big Sur coast





Farther south, a romantic evening will come easy with a night at Cambria’s Sand Pebbles Inn, right across the street from Moonstone Beach.


Santa Barbara and the Central Coast


Filled with fragrant flowers and beautiful Spanish-influenced architecture, Santa Barbara is one of the coast’s finest spots for romance. Take the Urban Wine Trail to wine-taste within the city and then dine on Italian at upscale Olio e Limone or enjoy tapas and sangria at Loquita.


The Canary Hotel is a luxury hotel with a rooftop deck and a fireplace for a romantic evening under the stars. Another option is the elegant Simpson House Inn, an elegant historic landmark.


Inland of the Central Coast, visit Paso Robles for wine-tasting and a growing foodie scene. Taste the excellent wines at Eberle Winery and then spend a night at the Paso Robles Inn, where you can snuggle in a private hot springs mineral pool on the deck of your room.


Los Angeles and Orange County


Enjoy classic French cuisine at Echo Park’s Taix French Restaurant, then head to Koreatown for a flight of elegant cocktails at The Walker Inn. Take a taxi back to your room at the hip Freehand Los Angeles in downtown Los Angeles.


In Orange County, The Inn at Laguna Beach is perched right above the sand and sea. You can walk from there to Watermarc for small bites and wonderful cocktails.


San Diego


San Diego is a great place for relaxing, recharging, and romance. After enjoying the sun on one of the city’s many fine beaches, head to the scenic coastal community of La Jolla for an afternoon of shopping. If you get hungry, enjoy a meal with ocean views inside George’s at the Cove.
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the Scripps Pier in La Jolla, San Diego





End the day with cocktails and seaside views at the historic Hotel del Coronado. Or opt for a drink at the Grant Grill, a restaurant and bar within the historic US Grant Hotel, located in the city’s Gaslamp Quarter.
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view of the iconic Painted Ladies
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San Francisco skyline.





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


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


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


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Plan to spend at least two days in San Francisco, although it’s easy to stay longer. Base yourself downtown near Union Square, where you’ll have access to public transportation and won’t need a car. Don’t miss sights include the foodie-friendly Ferry Building, Golden Gate Park, and taking a foggy stroll the Golden Gate Bridge. Make reservations in advance for a trip Alcatraz and for any and all restaurants.


Summers in San Francisco are typically foggy and cold. Visit in early fall, especially in September, when sunny days often shine down on events like the Folsom Street Fair.




Highlights


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


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


S Ferry Building: The 1898 Ferry Building has been renovated and reimagined as the foodie mecca of San Francisco. The Tuesday and Saturday farmers market is not to be missed (click here).
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S San Francisco Museum of Modern Art: SFMOMA showcases some of modern art’s greatest hits and features the largest space dedicated to photographic art in the country (click here).


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


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


S The Presidio: The original 1776 El Presidio de San Francisco is now a national park. Tour the historic buildings that formerly housed a military hospital, barracks, and fort—all amid a peaceful and verdant setting (click here).


S Golden Gate Bridge: Nothing beats the view from one of the most famous and fascinating bridges in the country. Pick a fogless day for a stroll or bike ride across the 1.7-mile span (click here).


S de Young Museum: The de Young is the showpiece of Golden Gate Park. A mixed collection of media and regions is highlighted by the 360-degree view from the museum’s tower (click here).


S Angel Island State Park: While it once served as a way station for immigrants, today this island offers hiking trails and amazing views of the city, Alcatraz, and the Golden Gate Bridge (click here).


S Point Reyes National Seashore: At the tip of the Marin coast are acres of hiking, biking, and bird-watching (click here).
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Sights



UNION SQUARE AND DOWNTOWN



S Cable Cars



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


Today you can ride the cable cars from one tourist destination to another for $5 per ride. A full day “passport” ticket ($13, also grants access to streetcars and buses) is totally worth it if you want to run around the city all day. Cable car routes can take you up Nob Hill from the Financial District, or from Union Square along Powell Street, through Chinatown, and out to Fisherman’s Wharf. Take a seat, or grab one of the exterior poles and hang on! Cable cars have open-air seating only, making for a chilly ride on foggy days.


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


Grace Cathedral


Local icon Grace Cathedral (1100 California St., 415/749-6300, www.gracecathedral.org, 7am-6pm Thurs., 8am-6pm Fri.-Wed., 8am-4pm holidays) is many things to many people. The French Gothic-style edifice, completed in 1964, attracts architecture and Beaux-Arts lovers by the thousands with its facade, stained glass, and furnishings. The labyrinths—replicas of the Chartres Cathedral labyrinth in France—appeal to meditative walkers seeking spiritual solace. Concerts featuring world music, sacred music, and modern classical ensembles draw audiences from around the Bay Area and farther afield.


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



S Ferry Building



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


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


On the water side of the Ferry Building, boats come and go from Sausalito, Tiburon, Larkspur, Vallejo, and Alameda each day. Check with the Blue & Gold Fleet (www.blueandgoldfleet.com), Golden Gate Ferry (www.goldengateferry.org), and San Francisco Bay Ferry (http://sanfranciscobayferry.com) for information about service, times, and fares.



S San Francisco Museum of Modern Art



After a massive three-year renovation, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA, 151 3rd St., 415/357-4000, www.sfmoma.org, 10am-5pm Sun.-Tues. and Fri., 10am-9pm Thurs., 10am-8pm Sat. summer, 10am-9pm Thurs., 10am-5pm Fri.-Tues., winter, adults $25, seniors $22, youth 19-24 $22, children under 18 free) reopened in 2016 with three times as much gallery space. Modern classics on display include major works by Roy Lichtenstein, Georgia O’Keefe, Jackson Pollock, and Andy Warhol. The 3rd-floor Pritzker Center for Photography is the largest space dedicated to photographic art in the country. Enjoy views of the building’s stunning design by walking across the 5th floor’s Oculus Bridge, or get a breath of fresh air on the 3rd-floor sculpture terrace.


Contemporary Jewish Museum


The local favorite Contemporary Jewish Museum (736 Mission St., 415/655-7800, www.thecjm.org, 11am-5pm Fri.-Tues., 11am-8pm Thurs., adults $14, seniors and students $12, children 18 and under free) curates superb temporary exhibits on pop culture. Recent subjects include filmmaker Stanley Kubrick, Bay Area music promoter Bill Graham, and singer Amy Winehouse. The museum’s sleek building is part historic power station and part blue steel structure that spells out the Hebrew word chai, meaning life.


CHINATOWN


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


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


NORTH BEACH AND FISHERMAN’S WHARF


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


Coit Tower


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


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



Lauded both as “one of the world’s most important science museums” and “a mad scientist’s penny arcade,” the Exploratorium (Pier 15, 415/528-4444, www.exploratorium.edu, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-6pm Thurs. only, $30 adults, $25 seniors and youth 13-17, $20 children 4-12, children under 4 free) houses 150 playful exhibits on physics, motion, perception, and the senses that utilize its stunning location. Make a reservation ($15) to walk blindly (and bravely) into the Tactile Dome, a lightless space where you can “see” your way only by reaching out and touching the environment around you. Exploratorium “After Dark” targets adults 18 and over (6pm-10pm Thurs., $15). Its location between the Ferry Building and Fisherman’s Wharf makes a crowd-free trip impossible, especially on the weekends.
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Exploratorium






S Alcatraz



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




TOP EXPERIENCE


Two Days in San Francisco


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


DAY 1


Start your day at the Ferry Building. Graze from the many vendors, including Blue Bottle Café, Cowgirl Creamery, and Acme Bread Company, then walk two blocks to Yank Sing for a dim sum lunch. Catch the Muni F line (Steuart St. and Market St., $2) to Jefferson Street and take a stroll along Fisherman’s Wharf. Stop into the Musée Mécanique to play a few coin-operated antique arcade games. Near Pier 39, catch the ferry to Alcatraz—be sure to buy your tickets well in advance. Alcatraz will fill your mind with amazing stories from the legendary island prison.
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Alcatraz





After you escape from Alcatraz, take the N Judah line ($2) to 9th Avenue and Irving Street, then follow 9th Avenue north into Golden Gate Park, where you can delve into art at the fabulous de Young Museum or science at the California Academy of Sciences. Stroll the scenic Japanese Tea Gardens and get a snack at the Tea House.


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


DAY 2


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


Walk to the adjacent Marina District for oysters at Swan Oyster Depot or sushi at Ace Wasabi’s. Venture back downtown to wander the streets of Chinatown and adjacent North Beach. Browse through City Lights, the legendary Beat Generation bookstore. Wind down with a cocktail at Vesuvio, a colorful bar and former Beat writer hangout located next door.


Head to the bustling Mission District, stopping first for a drink at the rooftop bar El Techo de Lolinda or Trick Dog. Then enjoy dinner at Tartine Manufactory or ICHI Sushi.
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Visit the island on tours offered by Alcatraz Cruises (Pier 33, 415/981-7625, www.alcatrazcruises.com, adults $37 and up, seniors $35 and up, children $24 and up, check website for times and prices), departing from Pier 33. Options include the Day Tour, Night Tour, Behind the Scenes Tour, and the Alcatraz and Angel Island Tour. Tours typically sell out, especially on weekends, so reserve tickets at least two weeks in advance.
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Alcatraz





Fisherman’s Wharf


Welcome to Fisherman’s Wharf (Beach St. from Powell St. to Van Ness Ave., backs onto Bay St., www.fishermanswharf.org), the tourist mecca of San Francisco! While warehouses, stacks of crab pots, and a fleet of fishing vessels let you know this is still a working wharf, it is also where visitors come and snap photos. Reachable by the Muni F line and the Hyde-Powell cable car, the Wharf sprawls along the waterfront and inland several blocks.


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


Ghirardelli Square


Ghirardelli Square (900 North Point St., www.ghirardellisq.com, winter 10am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri.-Sat.), pronounced “GEAR-ah-DEL-ee,” began its life as a chocolate factory in 1852, but has since reinvented itself as an upscale shopping, dining, and living compound. The Ghirardelli Chocolate Manufactory (900 North Point St., 415/474-3938, www.ghirardellisq.com, 9am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-midnight Fri.-Sat.) anchors the corner of the square. Here you can browse the rambling shop and pick up truffles, wafers, candies, and sauces for all your friends back home. Finally, get in line at the ice cream counter to order a hot fudge sundae. Once you’ve finished gorging on chocolate, wander out into the square to enjoy more shopping and an unbelievably swank condo complex overlooking the bay.



San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park



The real gem of the Wharf is the San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park (415/561-7000, www.nps.gov/safr), which spreads from the base of Van Ness to Pier 45. At the visitors center (499 Jefferson St., 415/447-5000, 9:30am-5pm daily), not only will rangers help you make the most of your visit, but you can also get lost in the labyrinthine museum that houses an immense Fresnel lighthouse lens and engaging displays that recount San Francisco’s history. For $5 you can climb aboard the historic ships at permanent dock across the street at the Hyde Street Pier. The shiniest jewel of the collection is the 1886 square-rigged Balclutha, a three-masted schooner that recalls times gone by, complete with excellent historical exhibits below deck. There are also several steamboats, including the workhorse ferry paddle wheeler Eureka and a cool old steam tugboat called the Eppleton Hall. Farther down, at Pier 45, World War II buffs can feel the claustrophobia of the submarine USS Pampanito (415/775-1943, www.maritime.org, 9am-close daily, adults $20, seniors $12, children 6-12 $10, children under 6 free) or the expansiveness of the Liberty ship SS Jeremiah O’Brien (415/544-0100, www.ssjeremiahobrien.org, 9am-4pm daily, adults $20, seniors and children 5-16 $10, children under 5 free).


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


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


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


The Palace of Fine Arts (3301 Lyon St.) was originally meant to be nothing but a temporary structure—part of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in 1915. But the lovely building designed by Bernard Maybeck won the hearts of San Franciscans, and a fund was started to preserve the palace beyond the exposition. Through the first half of the 20th century, efforts could not keep it from crumbling, but in the 1960s and 1970s, serious rebuilding work took place, and today the Palace of Fine Arts stands proud, strong, and beautiful. It houses the Palace of Fine Arts Theatre (415/563-6504, www.palaceoffinearts.org), which hosts events nearly every day, from beauty pageants to conferences to children’s musical theater performances.



S The Presidio



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


To orient yourself among the more than 800 buildings that make up the Presidio, start at the William Penn Mott Jr. Presidio Visitor Center (Bldg. 210, Lincoln Blvd., 415/561-4323, 10am-5pm daily), where exhibits include a model of the grounds. You can also explore the pioneering aviation area Crissy Field (www.parksconservancy.org), Civil War-era fortifications at Fort Point (415/556-1693, 10am-5pm Thurs.-Mon. summer, 10am-5pm Fri.-Sun. winter), and the Walt Disney Family Museum (104 Montgomery St., 415/345-6800, www.waltdisney.org, 10am-6pm Wed.-Mon., adults $30, seniors and students $25, children 6-17 $20), founded by Disney’s daughter to examine the animator’s life and work. Other highlights include art installations by Andy Goldsworthy, who works with natural materials. The most renowned is Spire, a sculpture that rises 90 feet into the air, utilizing 35 cypress tree trunks.



S Golden Gate Bridge



People come from the world over to see and walk the Golden Gate Bridge (U.S. 101/Hwy. 1 at Lincoln Blvd., 415/921-5858, www.goldengatebridge.com, southbound cars $7.75, pedestrians free). A marvel of human engineering constructed in 1936 and 1937, the suspension bridge spans the narrow “gate” from which the Pacific Ocean enters the San Francisco Bay. Pedestrians are allowed on the east sidewalk (5am-9pm daily mid-Mar.-Oct., 5am-6:30pm daily Nov.-mid-Mar.). On a clear day, the whole bay, Marin Headlands, and city skyline are visible. Cyclists are allowed on both sidewalks (check the website for times), but as the scenery is stunning, be aware of pedestrians and cyclists not keeping their eyes on where they are going.




[image: image]


Golden Gate Bridge





The Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy has quit offering its Golden Gate Bridge Tours, but the nonprofit City Guides (415/557-4266, www.sfcityguides.org) leads bridge walks twice a week. Check the website for days and times.


CIVIC CENTER AND HAYES VALLEY


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


City Hall


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


Asian Art Museum


Across from City Hall is the Asian Art Museum (200 Larkin St., 415/581-3500, www.asianart.org, 10am-5pm Sat.-Tues. and Thurs., 5pm-9pm Fri. summer, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 5pm-9pm Thurs. winter, adults $15, seniors and children 13-17 $10, children under 12 free), with enormous Ionic columns. Inside you’ll have an amazing window into the Asian cultures that have shaped and defined San Francisco and the Bay Area. The 2nd and 3rd floors of this intense museum are packed with great art from all across Asia, including a Chinese gilded Buddha dating from AD 338. The breadth and diversity of Asian culture may stagger you; the museum’s displays come from Japan and Vietnam, Buddhist Tibet, and ancient China. Special exhibitions cost extra—check the website to see what will be displayed on the ground-floor galleries when you’re in town. The curators regularly rotate items from the permanent collection, so you’ll probably encounter new beauty every time you visit.


Alamo Square


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


MISSION AND CASTRO


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


[image: image]


[image: image]



Mission Dolores



Mission Dolores (3321 16th St., 415/621-8203, www.missiondolores.org, 9am-4:30pm daily May-Oct., 9am-4pm daily Nov.-Apr., adults $7, seniors and students $5), formally named Mission San Francisco de Asís, was founded in 1776. Today the mission is the oldest intact building in the city, having survived the 1906 earthquake and fire, the 1989 Loma Prieta quake, and more than 200 years of use. You can attend Roman Catholic services here each Saturday, or you can visit the Old Mission Museum and the Basilica, which house artifacts from the Native Americans and Spanish of the 18th century. The beauty and grandeur of the mission recall the heyday of the Spanish empire in California, as important to the history of the state as it is today.


GOLDEN GATE PARK AND THE HAIGHT


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


Golden Gate Park


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



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





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


CALIFORNIA ACADEMY OF SCIENCES


A triumph of the sustainable scientific principles it exhibits, the California Academy of Sciences (55 Music Concourse Dr., 415/379-8000, www.calacademy.org; 9:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., adults $36, seniors, students, and children 12-17 $31, children 4-11 $26) drips with ecological perfection. From the grass-covered roof to the underground aquarium, visitors can explore every part of the universe. Wander through a steamy endangered rainforest contained inside a giant glass bubble, or travel through an all-digital outer space in the high-tech planetarium. More studious nature lovers can spend days examining every inch of the Natural History Museum, including favorite exhibits like the 87-foot-long blue whale skeleton. The Academy of Sciences takes pains to make itself kid-friendly, with interactive exhibits, thousands of live animals, and endless opportunities for learning. On Thursday nights (6pm-10pm, $15), the academy is an adults-only zone, where DJs play music and the café serves cocktails by some of the city’s most renowned mixologists.


JAPANESE TEA GARDEN


The Japanese Tea Garden (75 Hagiwara Tea Garden Dr., 415/752-4227, http://japaneseteagardensf.com, 9am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct., 9am-4:45pm daily Nov.-Feb., adults $8, seniors and children 12-17 $6, children 5-11 $2, children under 5 free) is a haven of peace and tranquility that’s a local favorite within the park, particularly in the spring. The planting and design of the garden began in 1894 for the California Exposition. Today the flourishing garden displays a wealth of beautiful flora, including stunning examples of rare Chinese and Japanese plants, some quite old. As you stroll along the paths, you’ll come upon sculptures, bridges, ponds, and even traditional tsukubai (a tea ceremony sink). Take one of the docent-led tours and conclude your visit with tea and a fortune cookie at the tea house. Free admission is available on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday before 10am.
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Japanese Tea Garden





SAN FRANCISCO BOTANICAL GARDEN


Take a bucolic walk in the middle of Golden Gate Park by visiting the San Francisco Botanical Garden (1199 9th Ave. at Lincoln Way, 415/661-1316, www.sfbotanicalgarden.org, 7:30am-6pm mid Mar.-Sept., 7:30am-5pm Oct.-Nov., 7:30am-4pm Nov.-Jan., 7:30am-5pm Feb.-mid Mar., adults $8, students and seniors $6, children 5-11 $2, children under 5 free). The 55-acre gardens are home to more than 8,000 species of plants from around the world, and include a California Natives garden and a shady redwood forest. Fountains, ponds, meadows, and lawns are interwoven with the flowers and trees to create a peaceful, serene setting in the middle of the crowded city.


CONSERVATORY OF FLOWERS


For a trip to San Francisco’s Victorian past, step inside the steamy Conservatory of Flowers (100 John F. Kennedy Dr., 415/831-2090, www.conservatoryofflowers.org, 10am-6:30pm Tues.-Sun., adults $8, students and seniors $5, children 5-11 $2, children under 5 free). Built in 1878, the striking wood and glass greenhouse is home to more than 1,700 plant species that spill out of containers, twine around rainforest trees, climb trellises reaching the roof, and rim deep ponds where eight-foot lily pads float serenely on still waters. Surrounded by the exotic flora illuminated only by natural light, it’s easy to transport yourself to the heyday of colonialism when the study of botany was in its first bloom. Plus, it’s one of the best places to explore on a rainy day. Strollers are not permitted inside; wheelchairs and power chairs are allowed.


The Legion of Honor


A beautiful museum in a town filled with beauty, the Legion of Honor (100 34th Ave. at Clement St., 415/750-3600, http://legionofhonor.famsf.org, 9:30am-5:15pm Tues.-Sun., adults $15, seniors $10, students and ages 13-16 $6, children under 16 free) sits on its lonely promontory in Lincoln Park, overlooking the Golden Gate. A gift to the city from philanthropist Alma Spreckels in 1924, this French Beaux-Arts-style building was built to honor the memory of California soldiers who died in World War I. From its beginning, the Legion of Honor was a museum dedicated to bringing European art to the population of San Francisco. Today visitors can view gorgeous collections of European paintings, sculpture, decorative arts, ancient artifacts from around the Mediterranean, thousands of paper drawings by great artists, and much more. Special exhibitions come from the Legion’s own collections and museums of the world.


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


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


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


Union Square and Nob Hill


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


Part live-music venue, part elegant bar, Top of the Mark (InterContinental Mark Hopkins, 999 California St., 415/392-3434, www.intercontinentalmarkhopkins.com, 4:30pm-11:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 4:30pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat., 5pm-11:30pm Sun.) has something for every discerning taste in nighttime entertainment. Since World War II, the views at the top of the InterContinental Mark Hopkins Hotel have drawn visitors to see the city lights. Live bands play almost every night of the week. The dress code is business casual or better and is enforced, so leave the jeans in your room. Have a top-shelf martini, and let your toes tap along.


Harry Denton’s Starlight Room (450 Powell St., 21st Fl., 415/395-8595, www.starlightroomsf.com, 6pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-2am Fri.-Sat., Sun. drag shows 11:30am and 2pm, cover charge up to $20) brings the flamboyant side of San Francisco downtown. Enjoy a cocktail in the early evening or a nightcap and dessert after the theater in this truly old-school nightclub. Dress in your best to match the glitzy red-and-gold decor and mirrors. Whoop it up at the “Sunday’s a Drag” shows. Reservations are recommended.


South of the Union Square area in the sketchy Tenderloin neighborhood, brave souls can find a gem: The Royale (800 Post St., 415/441-4099, www.theroyalesf.com, 4pm-midnight Sun.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs.-Sat.) isn’t a typical watering hole by any city’s standards, but its intense focus on art fits perfectly with the endlessly eclectic ethos of San Francisco. Local artists exhibit their work in Café Royale on a monthly basis, and a wide range of entertainment is available, from DJs and live jazz to “The Mildly Intoxicated Spelling Bee.” The primary intoxicants are lesser known microbrews and small-batch beers. Also in the Tenderloin, Tradition (411 Jones St., 415/474-2284, http://tradbar.com, 6pm-2am Mon.-Sat.) is a two-level bar that takes its cocktails seriously. Eight themed drink menus zero in on cocktail traditions from English pub to tiki. This neighborhood can get dicey after dark; keep your wits (and your valuables) close.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Side Trip to Wine Country


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





The city of Napa is located on the southern end of Napa Valley, with a scenic downtown perched on the Napa River. For an introduction to the area’s vibrant food and wine scene, visit the Oxbow Public Market (610 and 644 1st St., 707/226-6529, www.oxbowpublicmarket.com, 9am-8pm Tues., 9am-7pm Wed.-Mon.), which has food vendors, produce markets, and cafés.


A multitude of vineyards are strung along the Silverado Trail and CA-29, two roads that head north out of the city of Napa and into serious wine country. Grape vines braid the scenic valley as you drive through the towns of Rutherford, St. Helena, and Calistoga. Grgich Hills Winery (1829 St. Helena Hwy., Rutherford, 800/532-3057, www.grgich.com, 9:30am-4:30pm daily, tasting $25) is the winery that put Napa Valley on the map with a win at the Paris Wine Tasting of 1976. It’s still known for its chardonnay. Mumm (8445 Silverado Trail, Rutherford, 800/686-6272, www.mummnapa.com, 10am-6pm daily, tasting $20-35) produces sparkling wines worth a taste even for wine purists. Clos Pegase (1060 Dunaweal Ln., Calistoga, 707/942-4981, www.clospegase.com, 10:30am-5pm daily, tasting $20-30) mixes in some culture with its wine, with over 100 artworks on the grounds, including sculptor Henry Moore’s Mother Earth and a painting by Francis Bacon.


There is a range of options for staying overnight (and sleeping off an afternoon of wine tasting). One of the more luxurious is Auberge du Soleil (180 Rutherford Hill Rd., St. Helena, 707/963-1211, www.aubergedusoleil.com, $875-5,200). Less expensive options include St. Helena’s El Bonita Motel (195 Main St./CA-29, 800/541-3284, www.elbonita.com, $140-320), which is within walking distance of the historic downtown and has a 1950s motel charm, and Calistoga’s Dr. Wilkinson’s Hot Springs Resort (1507 Lincoln Ave., 707/942-4102, www.drwilkinson.com, $229-350), with an on-site spa.


GETTING THERE


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






Financial District and SoMa



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


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


Secret passwords, a hidden library, and an art deco vibe make Bourbon & Branch (505 Jones St., 415/346-1735, www.bourbonandbranch.com, 6pm-2am daily, reservations suggested) a must for lovers of the brown stuff. Tucked behind a nameless brown door, this resurrected 1920s-era speakeasy evokes its Prohibition-era past with passwords and secret passages. A business-class elite sips rare bourbon and scotch in dark secluded booths, while those without reservations step into the hidden library.


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


It’s dark, it’s dank, and it’s very Goth. The Cat Club (1190 Folsom St., 415/703-8965, www.sfcatclub.com, 9pm-3am Tues.-Sun., cover charge) gets pretty energetic on 1980s dance nights, but it’s still a great place to go after you’ve donned your best down-rent black attire and painted your face deathly pale, especially on Goth-industrial-electronica nights. In fact, there’s no dress code at the Cat Club, unlike many local nightspots, which makes it great for travelers who live in their jeans. You’ll find a friendly crowd, decent bartenders, strong drinks, and easy access to smoking areas. Each of the two rooms has its own DJ, which somehow works perfectly even though they’re only a wall apart from each other. Check the website to find the right party night for you, and expect the crowd to heat up after 11pm.


Monarch (101 6th St., 415/284-9774, www.monarchsf.com, 5:30pm-2am Tues.-Fri., 8pm-2am Sat.-Sun.) is aiming to be a one-stop after-dark venue. Upstairs is a Victorian-inspired cocktail lounge, while the downstairs club hosts international and local DJs. You might also catch offbeat performers like acrobats twirling from the ceilings.


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


North Beach and Fisherman’s Wharf


Jack Kerouac loved Vesuvio (255 Columbus Ave., 415/362-3370, www.vesuvio.com, 8am-2am Mon.-Fri., 6am-2am Sat.-Sun.), which is why it’s probably North Beach’s most famous saloon. This cozy, eclectic bi-level hideout is an easy place to spend the afternoon with a pint of Anchor Steam. Its eclectic decor includes tables decorated with tarot cards.


Almost across the street from Vesuvio is one of the oldest and most celebrated bars in the city. Tosca Cafe (242 Columbus Ave., 415/986-9651, http://toscacafesf.com, 5pm-2am Tues.-Sun.) has an unpretentious yet glam 1940s style. Hunter S. Thompson once tended bar here when the owner was out at the dentist. The jukebox plays grand opera to the patrons clustered in the big red booths. Locals love the lack of trendiness, the classic cocktails, the occasional star sightings, and the chicken marsala.


Dress up for a night out at 15 Romolo (15 Romolo Pl., 415/398-1359, www.15romolo.com, 5pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 11:30am-2am Sat.-Sun.). You’ll have to hike up the steep little alley (Fresno St. crosses Romolo Pl., which can be hard to find) to this hotel bar. You’ll love the creative cocktails, edgy jukebox music, and often mellow crowd. The bar is smallish and can get crowded on the weekend, so come on a weeknight if you prefer a quiet drink.


Known for its colorful clientele and cluttered decor, Specs (12 William Saroyan Pl., 415/421-4112, 4pm-2am daily, cash only) is a dive bar located in a North Beach alley. Its full name is the Specs’ Twelve Adler Museum Café.


Marina and Pacific Heights


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


The Marina District’s Chestnut Street is known for its high-end restaurants and swanky clientele. The Horseshoe Tavern (2024 Chestnut St., 415/346-1430, 10am-2am daily) is a place for people to let their hair down, shoot pool, and drink without pretension.


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


Civic Center and Hayes Valley


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


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


Mission


These neighborhoods seem to hold a whole city’s worth of bars. The Mission still has plenty of no-frills bars, many with a Latino theme. And, of course, men seeking men flock to the Castro’s endless array of gay bars. For lesbians, the Mission might be a better bet.


Trick Dog (3010 20th St., 415/471-2999, www.trickdogbar.com, 3pm-2am daily) is shaking up the city’s cocktail scene. Named after city landmarks, the drinks use unexpected ingredients like dandelion, lychee, or horseradish (thankfully not all at the same time). The small food menu includes thrice-cooked fries, Scotch eggs, and a standout kale salad.


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


Excellent draft beers, tasty barbecue plates, and a motorcycle-inclined crowd give Zeitgeist (199 Valencia St., 415/255-7505, 9am-2am daily) a punk-rock edge. This Mission favorite, though, endears itself to all sorts, thanks to its spacious outdoor beer garden, 40 beers on tap, and popular Bloody Marys.


Get a sweeping view of the city with superb South American cocktails at S El Techo de Lolinda (2518 Mission St., 415/550-6970, http://eltechosf.com, 4pm-10:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-12:30am Fri., 11pm-12:30am Sat., 11am-10:30pm Sun.), a rooftop bar associated with the Argentinean steak house Lolinda. The bar serves pitchers of margaritas, glasses of caipirinhas (a Brazilian cocktail resembling a mojito), and the best Cuba Libre I’ve ever had. (I know it’s a simple drink, but this version is transcendent.) The small food menu includes superb snacks like empanadas, ceviche, and a variety of skewers.


Golden Gate Park and the Haight


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


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


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


The Beach Chalet Brewery (1000 Great Hwy., 415/386-8439, www.beachchalet.com, 9am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-midnight Fri., 8am-midnight Sat., 8am-11pm Sun.) is an attractive brewpub and restaurant directly across the street from Ocean Beach. Sip a pale ale while watching the sunset, and check out the historical murals downstairs.


Gay and Lesbian


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


You’ll have no trouble finding a gay bar in the Castro. One of the best is called simply Q Bar (456 Castro St., 415/864-2877, www.qbarsf.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Fri., 2pm-2am Sat.-Sun.). Just look for the red neon “Bar” sign set in steel out front. Inside, expect to find the fabulous red decor known as “retro-glam,” delicious top-shelf cocktails, and thrumming beats spun by popular DJs almost every night of the week. Unlike many Castro establishments, the Q Bar caters to pretty much everybody: gay men, gay women, and gay-friendly straight folks. You’ll find a coat check and adequate restroom facilities, and the strength of the drinks will make you want to take off your jacket and stay awhile.


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


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


Yes, there’s a Western-themed gay bar in San Francisco. The Cinch Saloon (1723 Polk St., 415/776-4162, http://cinchsf.com, 9am-2am Mon.-Fri., 6am-2am Sat.-Sun.) has a laid-back (no pun intended), friendly, male-oriented vibe that’s all but lost in the once gay, now gentrified Polk Street hood. Expect fewer females and strong drinks to go with the unpretentious decor and atmosphere.


Live Music


In the late 1960s, The Fillmore (1805 Geary Blvd., 415/346-6000, www.thefillmore.com, prices vary) became legendary for performances by rock acts like the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, and Carlos Santana. These days, all sorts of national touring acts stop by, sometimes for multiple nights. The Fillmore is also known for its distinctive poster art: Attendees to certain sold-out shows are given commemorative posters.


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


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


The Boom Boom Room (1601 Fillmore St., 415/673-8040, www.boomboomblues.com, 4pm-2am Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., 4pm-3am Fri.-Sat.) has kept it real in the Fillmore for more than two decades. Today you’ll find the latest in a legacy of live blues, boogie, groove, soul, and funk music in this fun, divey joint.


On the other side of town, Biscuits & Blues (401 Mason St., 415/292-2583, www.biscuitsandblues.com, hours and days vary) is a local musicians’ favorite. Headliners have included Joe Louis Walker, Jimmy Thackery, and Jim Kimo. Dinner is served nightly and features a surprisingly varied and upscale menu.
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Bringing jazz to the high culture of Hayes Valley is SFJazz Center (201 Franklin St., 866/920-5299, http://sfjazz.org, hours vary Tues.-Sun.), a stunning 35,000-square-foot space with state-of-the-art acoustics. It’s designed to feel like a small club, thanks to steep seating that brings the large audience close to the performers, and has drawn major acts such as Herbie Hancock and the Afro-Cuban All Stars.


Comedy


San Francisco’s oldest comedy club, the Punch Line (444 Battery St., 415/397-7573, www.punchlinecomedyclub.com, shows 7:30pm, 8pm, 9:45pm, 10:15pm Tues.-Sun., cover varies) is an elegant and intimate venue that earned its top-notch reputation with stellar headliners such as Ellen DeGeneres and Dave Chappelle. An on-site bar keeps the audience primed.


Cobb’s Comedy Club (915 Columbus Ave., 415/928-4320, www.cobbscomedy.com, shows 7:30pm, 8pm, 9:45pm, 10:15pm Thurs.-Sun., cover varies, two-drink minimum) has played host to star comedians such as Louis CK, Sarah Silverman, and Margaret Cho since 1982. The 425-seat venue offers a full dinner menu and a bar to slake your thirst. Be sure to check your show’s start time—some comics don’t follow the usual Cobb’s schedule.


THE ARTS


Theater


San Francisco may not be known as a big theater town, but it does boast a number of small and large theaters. A great way to grab last-minute theater tickets (or for music or dance shows) is to walk right up to Union Square TIX (Union Square, 415/433-7827, www.tixbayarea.com, 8am-4pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-5pm Fri.-Sat.) for same-day, half-price, no-refund tickets to all kinds of shows across the city. TIX also sells half-price tickets to same-day shows online—check the website at 11am daily for up-to-date deals. If you really, really need to see a major musical while you’re in San Francisco, check out the three venues where big Broadway productions land when they come to town: the Orpheum and Golden Gate Theatres (www.shnsf.com), and the Curran Theatre (www.sfcurran.com).


Just up from Union Square, the traditional San Francisco theater district continues to entertain crowds. The American Conservatory Theater (A.C.T., 415 Geary St., 415/749-2228, www.act-sf.org, shows Tues.-Sun., $25-115) puts on a season filled with big-name, big-budget productions, such as high-production-value musicals, American classics by the likes of Sam Shepard and Somerset Maugham, and intriguing new works. Discount parking is available with a ticket stub from A.C.T. at the Mason-O’Farrell garage around the corner.


The Curran Theatre (445 Geary St., 888/746-1799, www.sfcurran.com, $49-285), next door to A.C.T., has a state-of-the-art stage for classic, high-budget musicals, such as Les Misérables, Phantom of the Opera, and Chicago. Expect to pay a premium for tickets to these productions, which can sometimes run for months or even years. Check the schedule for current shows.
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There’s one live show that’s always different, yet it’s been running continuously since 1974. It’s Beach Blanket Babylon (678 Green St., 415/421-4222, www.beachblanketbabylon.com, shows Wed.-Sun., $25-155), which mocks pop culture and continuously evolves to take advantage of tabloid treasures. Although minors are welcome at the Sunday matinees, evening shows are restricted to attendees 21 and over.


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


Classical Music and Opera


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


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


Cinema


The Castro Theatre (429 Castro St., 415/621-6120, www.castrotheatre.com, $9-12) is a grand movie palace from the 1920s that has enchanted San Francisco audiences for almost a century. The Castro Theatre hosts everything from revival double features (from black-and-white through 1980s classics) to musical movie sing-alongs, live shows, and even the occasional book signing. The Castro also screens current releases and documentaries about queer life in San Francisco and beyond. Once inside, be sure to admire the lavish interior decor. If you get to your seat early, you’re likely to be rewarded with a performance of the Mighty Wurlitzer pipe organ before the show.


For a modern movie-going experience, AMC Kabuki 8 (1881 Post St., www.amctheatres.com) offers reserved seating in eight screens; most show blockbuster Hollywood films, plus a smattering of independents.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


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


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


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


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


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


Shopping


UNION SQUARE


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


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


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


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


NORTH BEACH


One of the most famous independent bookshops in a city known for its literary bent is S City Lights (261 Columbus Ave., 415/362-8193, www.citylights.com, 10am-midnight daily). It opened in 1953 as an all-paperback bookstore with a decidedly Beat aesthetic, focused on selling modern literary fiction and progressive political tomes. As the Beats flocked to San Francisco and to City Lights, the shop put on another hat—that of publisher. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl was published by the erstwhile independent, which never looked back. Today City Lights continues to sell and publish the best of cutting-edge fiction and nonfiction.


MARINA AND PACIFIC HEIGHTS


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


HAYES VALLEY


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


Ver Unica (437B Hayes St. and 526 Hayes St., 415/621-6259, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) is a vintage boutique that attracts locals and celebrities with high-quality men’s and women’s clothing and accessories dating from the 1920s to the 1980s, along with a small selection of new apparel by up-and-coming designers.


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


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


MISSION


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


The Bell Jar (3187 16th St., 415/626-1749, https://belljarsf.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) has everything you need to make you and your home into stylish trendsetters of the 21st century, from dresses and jewelry to art books and soaps.


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


HAIGHT-ASHBURY


The Haight-Ashbury shopping district isn’t what it used to be, but if you’re willing to poke around a bit, you can still find a few bargains in the remaining thrift shops. One relic of the 1960s counterculture still thrives on the Haight: head shops.


Music has always been a part of the Haight. To this day you’ll find homeless folks pounding out rhythms on doumbeks and congas on the sidewalks and on Hippy Hill in the park. Located in an old bowling alley, Amoeba Music (1855 Haight St., 415/831-1200, www.amoeba.com, 11am-8pm daily) is a larger-than-life record store that promotes every type of music imaginable. Amoeba’s staff, many of whom are musicians themselves, are among the most knowledgeable in the business.
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