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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  Introduction




  In California, introducing yourself by the county you hail from usually says more about you than naming a city or town. State your address as "Sonoma" or "Sonoma County" and most people know immediately that it's Wine Country. But Sonoma is also famous for delicious dining and diverse agriculture, from a scrappy heritage apple known as the Gravenstein to artisan goat cheese and Dungeness crab. Combine a bit of each on a Cowgirl Creamery sea-salt-and-olive-oil organic cracker and you're eating Like a true locavore.
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  Sonoma County has the best of everything: historic and lively small towns, a couple of good-size cities, mile after mile of beautiful ranches and farms, and a pristine coastline where the largest ocean in the world has been offering up its seafood since the first settlers arrived. Much of the farmland is devoted to the growing of wine grapes, but there are huge expanses in the west portion of the county that are better suited for raising dairy cows and lambs, growing vegetables, and tending olive and apple orchards. The Pacific Ocean is also a sustainable source of rockfish, abalone, and oysters, just to name a few species.









  Sonoma County, and more precisely the Sonoma Valley, is where the wine industry in California began, thanks to a bold Hungarian known as Count Agoston Haraszthy. He was the first to visualize the potential for growing fine wine grapes here, though some earlier settlers had lesser-quality vineyards already in place. Haraszthy went back to Europe and returned with a few hundred varieties of grape cuttings, and then set about planting 6,000 acres to vineyards.




  Today there are approximately 70,000 acres of ultra-premium wine-grape varietals planted throughout Sonoma County, so the count knew what he was doing. It's a shame he pulled up stakes and went off to seek new fortunes in Central America. Legend has it he vanished in the jungle, possibly the victim of a hungry crocodile, never to be heard from again.




  Sonoma County has also gained accolades for its new-agey "biodynamic" organic farming methods practiced by many wineries and produce farmers, and the restaurants that source these ultra-fresh ingredients for their menus. It's one more example of how the region is on the cutting edge of practicing sustainable agriculture.




  Restaurants, gift shops, and other industries throughout the nation and even overseas have traded on the "Sonoma" name for years, and sometimes in odd ways: a line of clothing, bubble bath and bath salts, and even bathroom linens. One of the strangest was naming a Chevrolet pickup truck in our honor, a model that's since been discontinued. Yet when I find myself on a rural lane behind a dusty tailgate that reads SONOMA, I have to smile.




  How to Use This Book




  Organized into five chapters, this guide begins with an overview of the Sonoma Valley and the culinary attractions in the city of Sonoma and the towns of Glen Ellen and Kenwood. That's followed by chapters about Petaluma and Penngrove; the city of Santa Rosa and its environs; Healdsburg and the nearby communities of Geyserville and Cloverdale; and the West Sonoma County and coastal region. Each chapter features some or all of the following categories:
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  Landmark Eateries




  Restaurants that have gained some fame—locally or globally—for their longevity or great food and service are profiled. This includes a few establishments that have earned Michelin stars or Bib Gourmand status.
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  Foodie Faves




  From simple taquerias to white-tablecloth bistros to seafood shacks, these eateries are popular with locals and visitors, too.











  Restaurant Price Key




  So you have some idea how to budget for your meal, Landmark Eateries and Foodie Faves follow this pricing guide:


   












	$

	inexpensive; most entrees under $10






	$$

	moderate; most entrees $10 to $20






	$$$

	expensive; most entrees $20 to $30






	$$$$

	very expensive; most entrees more than $30, including prix-fixe menus (not including wine pairings)
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  Specialty Stores & Shops


  The diversity of agriculture in Sonoma is reflected in the diversity of its stores that cater to people who Love food. This category includes merchants selling all manner of cooking devices and equipment, as well as bakeries, chocolate and ice cream shops, specialty grocers, well-loved local markets, and even a purveyor of rare heirloom seeds.











  [image: frn_fig_014]







  Made or Grown Here




  Upon settling in Santa Rosa in 1875, famed horticulturist Luther Burbank proclaimed that Sonoma It County was "the chosen spot of all this earth as far as Nature is concerned." That's a mighty big statement for a place to live up to, but Luther went on to prove he could grow almost anything here. (Read more about Luther Burbank on p. 146.)









  Global warming aside, this region of northern California has ideal conditions for almost any seed or seedling you want to stick in the ground. Sonoma County may be most widely known for cultivating wine grapes and producing award-winning red and white wines, but we grow a multitude of other tasty treats. During the harvest season, many of these freshly picked treasures can be found spilling over the tables at numerous farmers' markets and at-the-source stands.




  Sonoma County is big, as are most of California's 58 counties—by comparison, the state of Iowa has 99 counties in an area roughly one-third that of California. At 1-million-plus acres, or 1,768 square miles, the county is larger than the state of Rhode Island, and most of it is rural in nature. While cruising through these rolling hills, you don't have to search Long to spy a bucolic farmstead, a pasture dotted with dairy cows or lambs, and orchards of apples and olives—sometimes in close proximity to each other.
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  Also big are some of the numbers associated with our agriculture and the seafood pulled from the Pacific Ocean. According to the 2010 crop report prepared by the Sonoma County Agricultural Commissioner, our premium wine grapes are far and away the most valuable commodity, in the vicinity of $400 million. Milk and dairy products follow, at nearly $78 million. Other multimillion-dollar commodities are poultry and poultry products ($64 million), vegetables ($8.2 million), and several varieties of apples, including the distinctive Gravenstein ($5.9 million). Crustaceans and other fish caught off the coast were valued at roughly $1.6 million in 2009, with Dungeness crab the primary delicacy being hauled in. Lingcod, rockfish, and sturgeon are also in abundance for recreational anglers.









  Olive oil? We're positively dripping in it. Thousands of olive trees are scattered throughout the county, most grown for gourmet oil production. Numerous wineries bottle their own oils and vinegars, too, selling them in their gift shops and offering free tastes.




  Artisan cheese? Wheel after wheel. No disrespect to Wisconsin, but the clever national advertising campaign for our cheese says it all: "Great cheese comes from happy cows—happy cows come from California." Sonoma County cheesemakers are also famous for making exceptional goat cheese from, well, happy goats.




  Each chapter gives an overview of the many farmers' markets, growers, and food producers and purveyors that can be found here. Though it doesn't include all the countless farmers cultivating produce, making cheese, and raising animals, it's a starting point in your search. Some of the farms and farm stands are seasonal, so it's always best to call ahead to find out what they harvested just that morning.




  This category also includes community-supported agriculture (CSA) programs. CSA is a way to subsidize Local farmers at the beginning of their growing season by typically paying in advance for boxes of fresh produce that are delivered weekly or on another schedule throughout summer and fall to designated drop-off points. Each farm listed as offering a CSA program sets its own prices and policies, and the produce can be quite varied between farms. Many "add-ins" (fresh eggs, flowers, cheese, or other goodies) can also be packed into the box for an extra charge. Most CSA customers find that receiving regular deliveries of farm-fresh produce is a more affordable and tastier way to incorporate healthful ingredients into their meals.
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  Food & Wine Pairings/Landmark Wineries


  "Sonoma" is synonymous with great wine and great food, so it was only natural for winery tasting rooms to combine the two to offer a special treat for visitors. Food-and-wine pairings that match exceptional bites with world-class wines generally require advance reservations. During high season these popular attractions fill quickly, so it's always best to plan ahead. Included in this category are also many historic and noteworthy wineries, large and small, open regular hours or by appointment. (Take note: The type of permit held by a winery dictates whether it can operate a tasting room open to the public for walk-in visitors, or if it's by appointment only. Making an appointment is sometimes as simple as calling the winery five minutes ahead of time and asking if you can stop in.)









  Be aware, too, that while you picnic at one of our wineries, the wine you sip with your munchies must be a product of that particular winery. It's not the wineries being difficult—it's mandated by the permits they hold. So as you sit in the shady grove at Simi Winery in Healdsburg, don't pull the cork on the Ferrari-Carano Bella Luce you purchased at your last stop. Please go into the tasting room and buy a bottle of Simi wine.






  [image: frn_fig_017]







  Brewpubs & Microbreweries




  Wine is the drink we may be famous for, but northern California—and Sonoma County in particular—is also microbrewery territory. Each chapter lists at least one popular establishment where the suds are brewed and poured, usually along with tasty pub fare.
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  Learn to Cook




  The Local junior college in Santa Rosa offers a full culinary curriculum for serious students of gastronomy. But if you're seeking one specific class to master the baking of pies or the secrets to crafting savory sauces, there's a stovetop and an oven waiting for you. Hands-on instruction and classroom-style options in demonstration kitchens helmed by experienced chefs are numerous.







  Getting Around




  A woman I know at the Sonoma Valley Visitors Bureau, who greets the tourists and answers their questions about the region, recently told me that first-time visitors are always amazed by the size of Sonoma County, and the long distances—and occasionally long travel times—between its cities, towns, farms, wineries, and the Pacific Ocean. Newbies learn quickly that they must pace themselves and slow down to take in all the good stuff—the abundance of agricultural products for sale, farm animals grazing on hillsides, world-class wines that can be tasted at the source, and destination restaurants.
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  Traversing this large area takes planning, particularly if you have an ambitious itinerary. Maybe you want to hit a farmers' market on Saturday morning in the city of Sonoma and have dinner that night in Jenner, on the Pacific coast. In between you hope to drop by a couple of farm stands, eat a sit-down lunch at a small bistro, tour an olive orchard, and stop for wine tasting, too. Whoa! It might be possible to accomplish all that in one day, but it's not recommended. The farther you drive away from the only multilane freeway in Sonoma County (US Highway 101), the more twisty and narrow the roads become. Many are two lanes wide (although in some places calling them "two lanes" is a stretch) and almost always scenic. Ask the world-champion cyclists who train on some of these challenging roads—two wheels can be more nimble than four.




  Fortunately, we do have some two-lane highways where the traffic moves along at a reasonable pace. Many of the attractions in this book can be found along these roads or not far off. This list starts with descriptions of the highways in the southern tip of Sonoma County, followed by the highways that run west, north, and northwest in the region.




  Highway 121




  Beginning at Sears Point, site of the Infineon Raceway, Highway 121 is generally referred to as "Arnold Drive" in addresses. It travels through the Carneros grape-growing region, and south of the city of Sonoma it makes a sharp right to join Highway 12 on its way to Napa Valley. It also connects with Highway 116, a road that will take you west to Petaluma.




  Highway 12




  Highway 12 is the major artery through the Sonoma Valley, originating south of the city of Sonoma. It's designated as a scenic route as it passes through the towns of Glen Ellen and Kenwood, and referred to as "Sonoma Highway" in many entries in this book. It morphs into a four-lane, stop-and-go thoroughfare in Santa Rosa, and for a short distance is freeway-like through the city. West of Santa Rosa, on the way to Sebastopol, Highway 12 again narrows to two lanes and then meanders nearly all the way to the coastline, taking on the alternate name of "Bodega Highway." It intersects with Highway 1 on the far side of the tiny town of Bodega.
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  US Highway 101




  Also known as the Redwood Highway, US Highway 101 serves commuters and commerce. It's a significant road in the state of California, running all the way from Hollywood to the south and up to Oregon to the north. US 101 enters Sonoma County about 5 miles south of Petaluma and continues on to Rohnert Park, Santa Rosa, Windsor, Healdsburg, Geyserville, Cloverdale, and into Mendocino County. In Santa Rosa and the surrounding towns, US 101 is mostly six lanes wide, with "diamond" or "HOV" (high occupancy vehicle) lanes for cars carrying two or more people during regular commute hours. Even with the major widening projects nearly finished throughout the county, traffic slow-downs can still occur at any time.









  Highway 1




  This is a Legendary highway, with stunning coastal scenery in most places, and the twists and turns that go with it. Highway 1 snakes through Marin County to the south and meets the coastline at Bodega Bay. From Bodega Bay to the Mendocino County border, this approximately 50-mile stretch of pavement requires patience. There are many places to pull over and take out your camera to capture the beauty, and to give your backseat passengers a break from the bobbing and weaving. This is not a road for texting or talking on the phone while you drive. First, it's against the law. Second, it's unsafe. Keep both hands on the wheel—you'll be glad you did. (Highway 1 is also often called "Coast Highway 1.")




  Highway 116




  After connecting Sonoma and Petaluma in southern Sonoma County, Highway 116 joins with US 101 north to Cotati, then splits off and heads northwest through Sebastopol and Forestville. It follows the Russian River and winds through redwood forests for a good part of its length, intersecting with Highway 1 at the coastal town of Jenner.




  Highway 128




  Best known as the path through the Alexander Valley wine region, Highway 128 is a rambling roadway that can also take you south-easterly toward Napa Valley. Highway 128 meets US 101 just north of Geyserville and follows it to Cloverdale before breaking away again and heading northwest into Mendocino County.




  Keeping Up with Food News




  Sonoma County's food scene is actively covered in print, including free magazines and brochures found in winery tasting rooms, visitors' centers, lodgings, and other places where visitors spend their time.
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  Online sites with restaurant reviews (such as Yelp.com) and food news are helpful resources, as long as you take some of the participants' surly criticisms or gushing praise with a grain of salt. It's usually easy to spot anonymous professional posters who find fault with everything about a dining experience, or go to extremes in the other direction, perhaps with a personal agenda.




  With social networking now so prevalent, many restaurants, wineries, stores, farmers, mobile food vendors, and seasonal food producers rely on it to keep their customers instantly updated. Though these businesses may also have dedicated websites, the proprietors like the immediacy of posting their latest news on Facebook and Twitter.









  The information about Sonoma County maintained by the following print publications and websites is generally unbiased:




  www.BiteClubEats.com: Compiled by the Santa Rosa Press Democrat, this comprehensive site is devoted to the Sonoma County food scene. Up-to-date and sometimes gossipy, it covers the Latest high-profile changes in chefs, cuisine, and restaurant closings and openings.




  Edible Marin and Wine Country, in print and online at www.ediblemarinandwinecountry.com: Part of the Edible magazine franchise, this regional edition, published quarterly, features articles about growers, farmers, and chefs within Sonoma, Napa, and Marin counties. Expect recipes, profiles, recent news, and green-leaning information.




  http://InsideScoopsf.sfgate.com: The San Francisco Chronicle's foodie site is generally dedicated to the restaurant goings-on in the city of San Francisco. But the newspaper's restaurant critic also blogs about major changes in Sonoma County's culinary landscape. 




  www.Inside-Sonoma.com: Different correspondents weigh in with the latest on deals to be found in Sonoma County, dining advice, new developments in area restaurants, and wine-tasting recommendations.




  www.SonomaCounty.com: As the official site for Sonoma County tourism, it offers comprehensive information, with Lists of dining, shopping, and lodging options, as well as wineries.




  Sonoma Magazine, in print and online at www.sonomanews.com: Click on the "Food & Wine" link on this site to find winery events, local food and restaurant news, and interesting features on people with food or wine connections. Published by the Sonoma Index-Tribune newspaper in Sonoma, the print edition of the magazine is available by subscription, and single copies are for sale in various stores and hotels in Sonoma.




  www.SonomaUncorked.com: Extensive information about restaurants, cooking classes, and events related to food are included on this site. Slide shows of dining establishments, videos from festivals, and winemaker interviews add an extra dimension.




  Wine Country This Week, in print and online at www.winecountrythisweek.com: Published since 1981, this glossy magazine squeezes a lot of information into its 80-some pages each week: winery maps, articles about wineries, a list of wineries, and a calendar of events. It also covers a huge territory in northern California. Besides Sonoma County, the magazine has information on wineries and attractions in the wine-growing areas of Mendocino and Lake counties to the north, Napa Valley and Suisun Valley to the east, the Livermore-Lodi-Woodbridge area to the southeast, and even the Sierra Foothills wine scene.




  Food Events & Happenings




  During certain summer weekends, there is simply too much to do in Sonoma County. Special events and festivals—most of them with food as a major attraction—are so numerous it's impossible to choose between them. You can't be everywhere at once, so you have to pick one good time over another.




  We celebrate the bounty of the county practically year-round, thanks to the mildness of our Mediterranean-like climate. Special wine-tasting events in winter take the edge off rainy, cool weather, while the budbreak on the grapevines in spring gives us hope for an exceptional vintage to come. Summer and fall are busy with salutes to the harvest and the "crush" taking place in the vineyards. Throughout the year, chefs are busy cooking up new ways to spotlight fresh produce, artisan cheese, and locally raised meats as they cater one event after another.




  The following List gives you a taste of the type of foodie fun you can find in Sonoma County—some of them family-friendly.
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  A few words about the "passport"-style weekend wine-tasting events: Tickets are usually purchased well before the event, and you are given further instructions at that time. Be advised, also, that many of these events sell out in advance, and no tickets can be sold "at the door," as it were. In most cases you check in at the first participating winery on your list, where you are issued a special wristband and a souvenir tasting glass. From there you can visit as many participating wineries as you wish within the time constraints of the event. Take care with your souvenir glass—it has to survive whatever rough treatment you heap upon it while driving from one tasting room to the next, as well as through multiple pours and possibly a few robust toasts.
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  The designated driver in your group is not to be pitied—on the contrary, wineries typically shower this person with extra goodies, so it can be a pretty nice gig. These tasting weekends are for adults of legal drinking age, so infants and children cannot be admitted. If you bring a child, you will most certainly be turned away. It sounds harsh, but the wineries must adhere to strictly enforced regulations that are beyond their control while at the same time ensuring that all wristband-wearers enjoy a relaxing, educational experience. Bear in mind, too, that if you reek of the latest fragrance from Justin Timberlake or Jennifer Lopez, be prepared for dirty looks and possible snarky comments. The wearing of personal fragrances is strongly, passionately discouraged at these events, and in tasting rooms at any time, fc that matter. Lavishly applied perfume, cologne, and after-shave can ruin not only your palate—the sensory experience of tasting the wine—but also spoil it for everyone around you. Don't be that person.









  December to February




  Olive Festival, Sonoma Valley Visitors Bureau, 453 First St. East, Sonoma, CA 95476; (707) 996-1090 or (866) 996-1090; www.sonomavalley.com/olivefestival. With so many olive trees being grown in Sonoma County, the Sonoma Valley Visitors Bureau decided in 2001 that it was time to make hay with it. The Olive Festival was conceived to celebrate these lovely trees and their little orbs of fruit with an assortment of activities and events over several weeks, which was also a great way to attract visitors for special discounts on dining and lodgings during the slower winter months. Some of the fun includes watching olives being turned into oil at The Olive Press, a blessing of the olives at Mission Solano de Sonoma on East Spain Street in Sonoma, oil and vinegar tastings, the Feast of the Olive dinner, food-and-wine pairings, a Martini Madness event, art exhibits, and live music. The activities take place in different venues, and many are free or low cost.




  January




  Russian River Winter Wineland, 498 Moore Ln., Healdsburg, CA 95448; (800) 723-6336 or (707) 433-4335; www.wineroad.com/events. Travel at your own pace from one winery to another (about 140 of them participate) to meet winemakers, enjoy small bites of food, and sample limited production wines and new releases. Each winery offers something different but all are united in providing wine education, showcasing fine art, and guaranteeing a good time, rain or shine. In 2012, this popular event celebrated its 20th anniversary. Tickets are $45 per person for the mid-January Saturday and Sunday (or $35 for Sunday only). Your designated driver pays only $5.




  February




  Cloverdale Citrus Fair, Fairgrounds at 1 Citrus Fair Dr., Cloverdale, CA 95425; (707) 894-3992; www.cloverdalecitrusfair.org. Cloverdale goes all out to put on this small fair that takes place over four days in mid-February, regardless of the weather. Most of the citrus you see is oranges used in large exhibits that reflect a particular theme. In addition to some carnival rides, there are usually chef's demonstrations, poultry judging, daily orange-juicing contests, wine tasting for mom and dad, a family "fun zone" for the kids, plenty of fair food, an art show, a hypnotist, and live music in an auditorium. Admission is $6 for adults, $4 for seniors and children 6 to 12, and free for children 5 and under.




  Vin Olivo, The Lodge at Sonoma, 1325 Broadway, Sonoma, CA 95476; (707) 935-0803; www.sonomavalleywine.com. Vin Olivo is a major gala, the wrap-up event of Sonoma Valley's 3-month-long Olive Festival. Count on lots of food from the region's restaurants and food artisans, an olive bar, a sparkling wine bar, music and dancing, and schmoozing with many of the Sonoma Valley's wine-makers and chefs. Tickets are $75 in advance, or $85 at the door.




  Wine & Chocolate Fantasy, 1455 Old Redwood Hwy., Healdsburg, CA 95448; (800) 678-4762; www.rodneystrong.com. Just in time for Valentine's Day, Rodney Strong Vineyards invites anyone who loves love into the barrel tasting room on a Saturday afternoon to try an assortment of gourmet chocolates and learn how they pair with the wines. This event has been going on for more than 20 years and has gained a wide following. Get your tickets early—$65 per person (includes a commemorative wine glass) or $50 for wine club members.




  March




  Artisan Cheese Festival, Sheraton Sonoma County Hotel, 745 Baywood Dr., Petaluma, CA 94954; (707) 283-2888; www.artisancheesefestival.com. With so many artisan cheesemakers in California, I knew it wouldn't be long before there was a festival to bring them together in a celebration of curds and whey. This event began in 2007 and has become bigger with each passing year. On a weekend in late March, curious cheese lovers get to meet the makers of many small-production cheeses—along with various experts, chefs, and fromagiers—to learn how to taste, buy, and serve it. The festival spotlights not only cheese but other handcrafted foods, wines, and beer that are made in the state. Check the website for the Latest ticket information.
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  Battle of the Brews, Sonoma County Fairgrounds, 1350 Bennett Valley Rd., Santa Rosa, CA 95404; www.battleofthebrews.com. At this event, you can get Stoopid (Hop Stoopid, that is—one of the brews made by Petaluma's Lagunitas Brewing Company). The "battle" is a fund-raiser for several organizations that help needy children in Sonoma County, presented by the Active 20-30 Club of Santa Rosa. The 2011 bash was the 14th annual, and more than $1 million has been raised over the years to benefit the children. As many as 30 breweries pour their suds and 20 or more food vendors dish up the grub. Be prepared for uptempo live music, too. General admission is $40 per person.







  Savor Sonoma Valley Annual Barrel Tasting and Culinary Experience, (866) 794-9463; www.heartofsonomavalley.com. Much smaller in scale than the Wine Road Barrel Tasting (below), this barrel tasting is limited to the Glen Ellen and Kenwood area and includes about 20 wineries. The winemakers' latest vintages are tasted straight from the barrels and paired with food samples prepared by local chefs. Expect live music and art exhibits, too. Tickets are $55 per person for the 2-day weekend.
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  Wine Road Barrel Tasting, 498 Moore Ln., Healdsburg, CA 95448; (800) 723-6336 or (707) 433-4335; www.wineroad.com/events. Well into its third decade, the annual barrel tasting is all about wine, not food or "themes." Unlike some weekend wine-tasting events, this one is for trying wines right out of the barrel. That generally means they are not yet ready to be bottled and sold, because they are still aging. However, those who attend and like what they taste can purchase "futures" of the wine, so when it is finally ready for market in a year or two, they are guaranteed the end product. In some cases, the wine is so limited in production that buying futures is the only way to purchase it. More than 100 wineries in Alexander Valley, Dry Creek Valley, and the Russian River Valley participate. Tickets can be purchased in advance ($30 per person), and that gets you into all of the wineries you can make time for. Because of its enormous popularity, the barrel tasting takes place over two weekends.









  April
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  Apple Blossom Festival, Ives Park (Jewell Ave. and Willow St.) and the Veterans Memorial Building (282 High St.), Sebastopol, CA 95472; (707) 823-3032 or (877) 828-4748; www.sebastopol.org. Entering its 66th year, this festival is an excuse to celebrate that the apple trees around Sebastopol are finally in bloom and the juicy fruits will soon follow, necessitating another festival (see the Gravenstein Apple Fair under August events). It begins with a hometown parade on Saturday morning, followed by Lots of music (on several stages), food vendors, beer and wine, and an art exhibit, too. General admission per day is $10 for adults, $5 for seniors and children 11 to 17, and free for kids 10 and younger.









  April in Carneros, (800) 909-4352; www.carneroswineries.org. Proceeds from this event help to fund scholarships to Santa Rosa Junior College and Napa Valley College (the Carneros wine region, or "appellation" as we call it here, straddles the county Lines between Sonoma and Napa). It's one weekend in mid-April, when 20-some wineries open their doors to visitors with food-and-wine pairings, art shows, entertainment, and discounts on wine. A few of the wineries are not usually open for visitors, so this is a rare opportunity to see them up close and taste their products. Tickets are $35 per person.
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  Butter & Egg Days, downtown Petaluma, CA 94952; (707) 762-9348; www.petalumadowntown.com. When you read the chapter about Petaluma in this book, you'll understand how this event came to be. During the last complete weekend in April, Petaluma remembers its history (and celebrates its thriving current status as an agricultural region) by throwing a parade with marching bands, floats, and goofy costumes with dairy and poultry themes. Join in a cow-chip tossing contest, and dress up your toddler for the Cutest Little Chick in Town competition. Expect food booths, an antiques fair, and live entertainment, too.




  Fisherman’s Festival, Westside Park, Bodega Bay, CA 94923; www.bbfishfest.org. Approaching its 40th year, this festival is memorable for the Blessing of the Fleet and the wreath that is thrown into the bay to pay homage to local fishermen who have perished along this coast pursuing their dangerous occupation. Count on numerous food vendors, wine-tasting opportunities, live music by such Bay Area-based bands as the Unauthorized Rolling Stones (including a dead-on Mick Jagger act-alike), a search-and-rescue demonstration by the US Coast Guard, and a pet parade that might include llamas. Admission is $10 for adults, $8 for seniors, and free for kids under 12.




  Passport to Dry Creek Valley, (707) 433-3031; www.wdcv.com/passport. Sonoma County is so large, with many wineries and appellations, that most regions have their own version of a  "passport"-type weekend (see previous listings under January and March). This Dry Creek Valley weekend is a hot ticket that's much in demand, with a maximum purchase of four tickets at $120 each. Thousands of disappointed wine lovers around the nation—and the world, I gather—go on a waiting list, hoping a ticket holder will be forced to cancel (including my cousin and her daughter in the Midwest, who weren't able to score tickets but had paid for their airfare already, and so went wine tasting in a less hectic appellation that weekend). In its 23rd year in 2012, this passport weekend offers great wine and food, music and performances, and intimate tours of some 45 participating wineries in Dry Creek Valley. The live entertainment can range from circus acts to belly dancers.




  May
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  Passport to Sonoma Valley, (707) 935-0803; www.sonomvalleywine.com. More than 50 wineries sign on to host thousands of visitors during one weekend mid-month. At least 300 different wines are poured, along with food pairings. There might be a traditional Mexican food tasting at Robledo Family Winery (see the listing in the City of Sonoma & the Sonoma Valley chapter) and another winery creating a French bistro theme. Part of the fun is being surprised at what the next winery has in store for you. This passport event includes wineries that are already popular with visitors and some not usually open to the public. Tickets are $60 per person for two days, or $55 for one day.









  Petaluma’s Salute to American Graffiti, (707) 762-3394; www.americangraffiti.net. In 1972, filmmaker George Lucas came to Petaluma to shoot his movie American Graffiti, starring a then-unknown Harrison Ford. The historic downtown had the perfect look for George's coming-of-age film set in 1962, which included lengthy scenes of "cruising" up and down Petaluma Boulevard. The movie didn't make much of a splash when it was first released, but after George made another low-budget film called Star Wars a few years later, his earlier work suddenly was cool, and Petaluma became a movie star. This annual celebration during a weekend in mid-May (the 8th year in 2012) is an all-volunteer event that benefits the community with a focus on helping schools and promoting health and safety. A cruise of classic cars takes place in the Plaza North Shopping Center, and the salute to the movie is along the same boulevard where it was filmed. Local artists paint hubcaps with nostalgic scenes, and they are later auctioned. Admission is free, with pay-as-you-go food and other activities.
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  Taste Alexander Valley, (888) 463-0207 or (888) 289-4637; www.alexandervalley.org. The 2011 tasting weekend started off with a dinner party on Friday evening. The scene was Francis Ford Coppola Winery in Geyserville, the wine was poured by area winemakers, and the food was small plates such as pork cheek with exotic mushrooms and chilled asparagus bisque. (Read more about Francis Ford Coppola Winery and the Alexander Valley appellation in the Healdsburg, Geyserville & Cloverdale chapter.) Every year on a Saturday and Sunday in mid-May, participants enjoy food-and-wine pairings at more than 30 wineries, many with live music or other forms of entertainment, and discounts on wine purchases. Tickets are limited but coveted, and usually go on sale months before the event ($75 per person for both days, $55 for Sunday only, and $15 for your designated driver). The Friday night gala, such as 201l's Coppola Winery bash, is extra—inquire when ordering your wine-tasting passes. Taste Alexander Valley celebrates its 15th anniversary in 2012.









  June




  Beerfest, Wells Fargo Center for the Arts, 50 Mark West Springs Rd., Santa Rosa, CA 95403; (707) 546-3600 or (707) 544-1581; www.f2f.org. Microbreweries are everywhere in northern California, and this festival on one afternoon in early June, rain or shine, showcases more than 40 of them. Almost 30 restaurants and food purveyors—with some brewpubs featuring their own food—lay out feasts ranging from fish tacos to plates of fresh veggies to smoky ribs. Nonalcoholic beverages are available if you only want to nosh. The beer and the food are both inside the Wells Fargo Center and outside under an enormous tent. Contests for the Best Brewery and the Best Foodery are held, too. The all-inclusive tickets are $40 per person in advance, $45 at the door, with a souvenir glass thrown in. You must be over 21, of course, to attend (no children will be admitted). Beerfest is a benefit for Face to Face, the Sonoma County AIDS Alliance.
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  Sonoma Lavender Festival, 8537 Sonoma Hwy. (Hwy. 12), Kenwood, CA 95452; (707) 523-4411; www.sonomalavender.com. In mid-June, when the fleeting blossoms of the perennial shrub are at their peak, a lavender farm near Chateau St. Jean Winery opens their gates to welcome the public over one weekend. It's difficult to name an aroma in the plant world that's more pleasant than that of lavender. Here you can walk among the 7,000-some shrubs over 5 acres, and cut your own fresh bouquets. Count on lots of lavender-based products for sale, along with honey from hives on-site and education about beekeeping and pollination. For me, the best part of this festival is the lavender-infused food and refreshment. Lisa Hemenway of Fresh restaurant and market (see that listing in the Santa Rosa chapter) created the cuisine for this festival in 2011, and past goodies have included lavender sausages, lavender ice cream, and lavender lemonade. Admission is $5 for adults, free for kids 12 and under. Food and other extras are on a pay-as-you-go basis.









  July




  Catalan Festival of Food, Wine & Music, Gloria Ferrer Caves & Vineyards, 23555 Arnold Dr. (Hwy. 121), Sonoma, CA 95476; (707) 996-7256; www.glonaferrer.com. Every third weekend in July for 20 years (in 2012), this winery has hosted a festival that honors its Spanish roots. The flamenco dancers and classical guitarists provide the atmosphere, and the food is authentic Spanish cuisine, such as paella whipped up by Bay Area chefs. Traditional Spanish food products of all types are also for sale. Gloria Ferrer's setting in the heart of the Carneros appellation is lovely, with the view from the patio worth sharing a table with strangers, who may not be strangers for long. Tickets are $45 for one day.
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