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Introduction


Southern California is a kaleidoscope—no matter which way you turn, something amazing appears! There is just no way we can include every fun-worthy thing and place for your family in a volume this size. However, we do believe that this guide will give you and your family a very practical, yet comprehensive way to experience the Golden State, starting from the Central Coast and heading south all the way to the Mexican border.


Both of us, along with our families, have traveled thousands of miles by trains, planes, automobiles, horses, mules, and aching feet to discover the best in Southern California family fun. We are very proud of our adopted home state—Pamela originally hails from Minnesota and Laura from Michigan—and have spent more than 60 combined years as journalists researching and describing life on the “left coast” of the United States. We are thrilled to share the adventure with you!


We believe the most important element to family fun in Southern California is … time. Be sure you allow yourself and the kids plenty of it. Concentrated in this golden nugget of real estate are enough activities, sights, sounds, and sensations to fill a dozen or more visits. Be sure to carefully select the elements that satisfy your family’s unique tastes. Don’t kid yourself; Southern California is not as laid-back as you might think. Just ask any parent who has been done in by a day at an amusement park or managed to hit one of our famous freeway rush hours near dinnertime. Distance between activities can be deceptive. Five miles does not necessarily mean five minutes away. Be sure you plan “kick back” time—to relax on a beach or bench and to soak up some of Southern California’s 300-plus days of sunshine. Don’t worry, we will be sure to save more for your next visit—promise!


If you and your family seek natural beauty, Southern California offers you the Pacific Ocean and its awesome beaches—some favorites include Moonstone Beach near Cambria, Butterfly Beach in Santa Barbara, Venice Beach near Santa Monica, and the pristine sands of Coronado Island. The mountain ranges, inland valleys, rivers, and freshwater lakes such as Nacimiento, Cachuma, Big Bear, and Arrowhead are wonderful total recreation zones. Deserts such as Anza-Borrego, Palm Springs, Mojave, and Death Valley provide amazing contrasts to the palm-lined shores.


How about recreation? Participant or spectator, you can experience it all here. Teams such as basketball’s Los Angeles Lakers, hockey’s Mighty Ducks of Anaheim, baseball’s L.A. Dodgers and Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim, and football’s San Diego Chargers offer the thrill of professional action. Needless to say, waterfront activity should rate high on your list when visiting Southern California—boating, fishing, sailing, sunbathing, surfing, and swimming are what “California dreams” are made of. If you visit between December and April, whale watching along the Pacific is an absolute must-see thrill. You and the kids can get into the swing of golf and tennis at hundreds of public facilities. Of course, biking and hiking trails abound to explore, yet they preserve all the area’s natural beauty. Don’t forget to pack a picnic basket and take time to smell the perennially blooming flowers.
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You can visit natural parks full of wildlife and sea life or human-made amusement parks stocked with thrills. Southern California museums are filled with hands-on displays of fun things from archives to outer space. Be certain to include the magnificent J. Paul Getty Museum and the Getty Villas as well as the California Science Center in Los Angeles. California’s history, rich with Native American, Spanish, and Mexican influences, provides your family with plenty of cultural diversity education, not to mention the thrill of deciphering foreign names—such as San Luis Obispo, Port Hueneme, Ojai, and Temecula.


We have also included just a few of our preferred accommodations, family-friendly dining, and shopping places to make your stay more enjoyable. We hope you will take the time to try some one-of-a-kind places to eat and stay that are not part of national chains. But let’s be honest here—your kids would never forgive you if you didn’t make a stop at a Carl’s Jr., Hard Rock Café, or In-N-Out Burger, all headquartered here.


Southern California is blessed with hundreds of annual special events—starting with January’s immensely popular Rose Parade in Pasadena, right through holiday lighted boat parades all along the coast. There is always Carpinteria’s Avocado Festival, Solvang’s Danish Days, or the numerous film festivals held in many towns. Since special events have varying dates from year to year, we have included phone numbers and websites you can use for specifics.


Southern California is like an endless summer vacation. Where else can you travel from the desert to a futuristic metropolis to some mountain snow skiing and, finally, take in the sunset at the beach—all in one day, all year-round? Would you expect anything less from the birthplace of Hollywood and Disneyland?


In this edition we have provided special sections under many area listings entitled “Where to Stay” and “Where to Eat”—describing just a few of the many outstanding establishments available for your family’s enjoyment. Dollar signs provide a very general sense of the price range for each property. For meals, the prices are per individual dinner entree, without tax or gratuity. For lodging, the rates are for a double-occupancy room, European plan (no meals unless indicated), exclusive of hotel “bed tax” or service charges.


Please keep in mind that meal prices generally stay the same throughout the year, but lodging rates fluctuate seasonally and by day of the week. Higher rates generally prevail in the summer season and holidays (when more families are on the go). Always be sure to inquire about special packages and promotional discounts.


RATES FOR LODGING














	$

	Less than $50






	$$

	$50 to $75






	$$$

	$75 to $100






	$$$$

	More than $100







RATES FOR RESTAURANTS














	$

	Most entrees less than $10






	$$

	$10 to $15






	$$$

	$15 to $20






	$$$$

	More than $20







RATES FOR ATTRACTIONS


(for adults and children; price per person)













	$

	Less than $5






	$$

	$5 to $10






	$$$

	$10 to $20






	$$$$

	More than $20







Please let us know what you like about our Fun with the Family Southern California guidebook. What other activities or attractions do we need to include in future editions? We really value your impressions. Write us today care of Globe Pequot Press, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.


Imagination, recreation, relaxation, nature, geography, cultural diversity, and history—complemented by a warm, sunny year-round climate—are waiting here for you. We know this guidebook will map out memorable family fun you will treasure and want to repeat, because Southern California makes every visitor feel young at heart. Enjoy!




Attractions Key


The following is a key to the icons found throughout the text.
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The Central Coast has always been considered the northern edge of Southern California. However, there is really a Midwestern-like feeling of friendliness and hospitality in the three geographically close yet quite diverse counties of San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura, locally known as the “tri-counties.” You have all the quintessential Southern California trademarks here—great year-round weather, fun-filled recreation, attractions, and, of course, sandy beaches woven between wide-open fields planted with veggies and fruit (including grapes), soaring foothills, mountains, streams, and the glittering Pacific—all presented by locals with warm graciousness. With fewer people than the megalopolises to the south, the Central Coast is much more laid-back and casual.


So much about the Central Coast says “welcome” to your family. Hearst Castle in San Simeon, spring hikes through the wildflowers of Montana de Oro State Park, the trendy beaches and shopping of Santa Barbara, kids’ hands-on museums and zoos, boat cruises out to the Channel Islands, and surfing on the Rincon—or how about the simple pleasures of just hanging out in the 300-plus days of annual sunshine and basking in the waves and smiles from fellow Golden State dwellers and visitors? The Central Coast’s two main arteries, the magnificent Pacific Coast Highway 1 and the inland Highway 101, can be your twin pathways to some of the best, and surprisingly most affordable, tastes of your Southern California dream vacation.


San Luis Obispo County


San Luis Obispo County’s 3,304 square miles contain the Central Coast’s most varied terrain—from windswept beaches to interior lakes, from grass-covered rolling hills to meticulously tended farmlands, plus recurring topographical evidence of seismic shifts along California’s main earthquake zone, the San Andreas Fault. There are more than 80 miles of coastline for exploring.
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The climate of San Luis Obispo (San Lewis Oh-bis-poe) features mild summers and winters, with patches of dense seasonal fog along the coast. Temperatures range from coastal lows in the 30s in the winter to inland valley highs in the 90s-plus in the summer. Year-round temperatures average 60 to 70 degrees, with around 22 inches of rain, mostly in the winter.


Native Americans occupied the land for thousands of years before its discovery by Spanish explorers in the 16th century. Two of California’s famous chain of 21 missions are here in San Luis Obispo County, preserving the area’s Spanish and Mexican heritage. The railroad arrived in the late 1890s, bringing more families and increasing the dominance of agriculture and tourism in the area. Outdoor recreation and historic attractions top the must-see list of county adventures.


For More Information


San Luis Obispo Chamber of Commerce. 1039 Chorro St., 93401; (805) 781-2777; www.visitslo.com.


San Luis Obispo County Visitors and Conference Bureau. 811 El Capitan Way, Suite 200, 93401; (805) 541-8000 or (800) 634-1414; www.sanluisobispocounty.com.


San Simeon


Founded in the 1850s by fishermen and whalers, the little seaside village of San Simeon really came into its own in the late 1800s, when most of the area’s land was purchased and developed by senator George Hearst. His son, William Randolph Hearst, began construction on his fantasy “ranch” in 1919. This incredible estate, and the opportunity to visit it, has put San Simeon on the map. Most of the original village has faded, but Sebastian’s General Store and Post Office is fun for kids to explore (and for adults to fuel up with coffee at the new espresso bar; 805-927-4217). The tourist town of San Simeon Acres is 4 miles south of Hearst Castle on Pacific Coast Highway 1 and plays host to various motels and restaurants—facilities to snap you back into modern-day realities.














	Hearst san simeon state Historical Monument (ages 6 and up)
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Forty-one miles north of San Luis Obispo on Pacific Coast Highway 1; (805) 927-2020 or (800) 444-4445 (have your credit card ready to purchase tour tickets in advance); www.hearstcastle.org. Open daily, except New Year’s Day, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. $$$$.


Don’t miss a chance to go on a fascinating tour of publishing baron William Randolph Hearst’s real-life fantasy home built between 1928 and 1951, officially called Hearst San Simeon State Historical Monument and unofficially called Hearst Castle. See for yourself the lifestyle of someone rich and famous. Advance ticket reservations are strongly recommended.




Piedras Blancas Elephant Seal Rookery


Have you ever seen a 5,000-pound animal sunbathing on the beach? Here’s your chance! There are only a few places in the world where elephant seals live and even fewer places where elephant seals are accessible to the public—and about 6 miles north of San Simeon on the ocean side of Highway 1 is an amazing vista point. Watch for signs, then park and learn all about these magnificent creatures through educational and interpretive guideposts, by viewing the animals at close quarters, and through volunteer guides who, after graduating from Elephant Seal School, are able to help visitors understand these magnificent marine mammals. Check out these stats: Males weigh between 3,000 and 5,000 pounds and are 14 to 16 feet long; females weigh from 900 to 1,800 pounds and are 9 to 12 feet long. Remember to view the elephant seals from a safe and respectful distance. Never get between an elephant seal and the ocean. Federal law protects elephant seals and it is illegal to harass any marine animal. For complete information and best viewing times, visit the Friends of the Elephant Seals office at 250 San Simeon Ave., Ste. 3B, San Simeon; (805) 924-1628; www.elephantseal.org.





This is the most popular attraction on the Central Coast, and there are a limited number of tickets and tour times available. If you arrive without reservations, you most likely will have to wait and might find a sold-out/standby situation (especially in the busy summer, weekend, and holiday times).


There are 5 different guided tours to choose from plus a new self-guided tour. Each guided tour is 75 minutes long, plus a 30-minute bus ride to and from the castle. For first-timers, Tour Number 1, also called the Experience Tour, is the best bet. It includes the National Geographic movie Hearst Castle: Building the Dream. When you arrive at the “castle,” park free at the modern visitor center just off the highway. This family-friendly center has a snack bar, gift shop, restrooms, lockers, and a fascinating free exhibition on Hearst himself, which you can visit as you wait for your tour number to be called. You’ll then board school buses for the 5-mile, 15-minute drive up the hill to see highlights of the 165-room “La Casa Grande”—the main house—plus 3 separate guest houses on the 127-acre grounds overlooking the Pacific and the surrounding Santa Lucia Mountains.


There is something for every member of your family to ogle in Hearst Castle, including enormous swimming pools; the lavish dining room (complete with Hearst’s favorite Heinz ketchup bottle among the silver and china); the playroom with billiards and trophy animal heads; incredible art, antiques, tapestries, and collectibles from around the world; plus Hearst’s private movie theater with his vintage home movies for your viewing pleasure.


If you want more of a Hearst fantasy fix, take Tour Number 2 for upper levels of the main house, the libraries, and the kitchen or Tour Number 3 for the North Wing, gardens, and a special video on the construction of the castle. Tour Number 4, for more gardens, the wine cellar, and another private guesthouse, is offered April through October. Tour Number 5, also known as “The Evening Tour,” is a very special lighted night-time tour on Friday and Saturday October through December (call for specific times). Docents in period dress from the Living History Program and a newsreel shown in the theater add life to the magnificent surroundings and take visitors back to the castle’s 1930s heyday. The tour lasts 100 minutes, plus a 30-minute bus ride. Tour 5 combines the best elements of Tours 1, 2, and 4 at a higher fee, but it really is appropriate only for older children, teens, and adults.


Instituted in 2010, the Self-Guided Gardens and Vistas Tour from late afternoon to sunset allows you and your family the unique opportunity to spend time on your own enjoying the gardens and magnificent views of the Pacific from the hilltop estate, but it does not enter the historic buildings. Be sure to call for special pricing and tour dates.


For More Information


San Simeon Chamber of Commerce. 250 San Simeon Ave; (805) 927-3500; www.sansimeonchamber.org.














	Cambria
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Nine miles south of San Simeon and 33 miles northwest of San Luis Obispo on Highway 1 is the quaint, small-town artist’s haven of Cambria. This village is a welcome respite from the excesses of Hearst Castle and is a family-friendly place to stay for this part of your coastal explorations. The West Village is adjacent to Highway 1; the East Village, or Old Town, is about a mile inland. Moonstone Beach Drive is right on the Pacific and has many inns and beachcombing spots. Both parts of town are connected by Main Street. Cruise down Main Street and check out the art galleries, antiques emporiums, children’s bookstores, and toy shops. There is a farmers’ market every Friday afternoon at the Vet’s Hall on Main Street (805-924-1260).




Moonstone Beach


Just north of Cambria, Moonstone Beach is the place to find smooth, milky-white stones and gnarled pieces of driftwood. Don’t think about swimming here, because the water is really too cold, but beachcombing is the best! You can often see migrating whales passing by in January and February and hear the cries of sea otters and sea lions year-round. There are several bed-and-breakfast inns, motels, and restaurants along Moonstone Beach Drive if you want to savor the crashing surf.





Where to Eat


Linn’s Easy as Pie Café and Linn’s Gourmet Goods. 4241 Bridge St.; (805) 924-3050; Linn’s Main Bin Restaurant, 2277 Main St.; (805) 927-0371; www.linnsfruitbin.com. Famous for Olallieberry Pie, preserves, and bakery delights. Serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner classics since 1989. Not to be missed. $


Robin’s Restaurant. 4095 Burton Dr., (805) 927-5007; www.robinsrestaurant.com. In the East Village since 1985, Robin’s signature dish, salmon bisque, is a smooth, delicious delight along with many other wholesome and authentic international dishes as well as homemade curries, grilled seafood, salads, and desserts. Open daily for lunch and dinner, plus Sunday brunch. Voted best Cambria restaurant for many years. $$


Where to Stay


Best Western Fireside Inn on Moonstone Beach. 6700 Moonstone Beach Dr.; (805) 927-8661 or (888) 910-7100; www.bestwesternfiresideinn.com. You’ll find spacious rooms, many with fireplaces and ocean view patios. Other highlights include refrigerators, coffeemakers, complimentary continental breakfast, a heated pool, and a whirlpool. Excellent value along the beach. $$$


Cambria Pines Lodge. 2905 Burton Dr.; (805) 927-4200 or (800) 445-6868; www.cambriapineslodge.com. A wonderful place for families to stay. Located on a hilltop overlooking the village, the lodge has 125 units, including nice 2-room family suites with connecting baths, fireplaces, microwaves, fridges, and coffeemakers. You’ll also enjoy an indoor heated pool, whirlpool, game room, lawn sports, and a restaurant serving California cuisine for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. $$


For More Information


Cambria Chamber of Commerce. 767 Main St.; (805) 927-3624; www.cambriachamber.org.


Lake Nacimiento


Just over the mountains from Hearst Castle lies Nacimiento, arguably the Central Coast’s most beautiful human-made lake. Damming the Nacimiento River created 165 miles of gorgeous shoreline. Fishing, boating, water sports galore, and outstanding hiking make this one of the most popular family recreation destinations in San Luis Obispo County.
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	Lake Nacimiento Resort
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From Highway 101 take County Road G-14 out of Paso Robles, drive 16 miles northwest; 10625 Nacimiento Lake Dr., Paso Robles, 93466; (805) 238-3256 or (800) 323-3839; www.nacimientoresort.com. $$$.


Facilities include a boat launch, picnic grounds, playground, volleyball and basketball courts, swimming pool, and hiking trails around the meandering 165-mile shoreline. There is a full-service marina and dock where you can rent Jet Skis, Wave Runners, canoes, boats (power, paddle, and pontoon), sport fishing tackle, and equipment for diving and wind-surfing.


The lake is famous for its plentiful white bass, waterskiing, and salt-free swimming. The fully stocked general store has everything, including provisions for a barbecue or picnic; plus a restaurant called the Dragon Grill serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner daily from mid-May to mid-September.


Overnight accommodations include 19 lodge units; 1-, 2-, and 3-bedroom town houses (complete with mini-kitchens and decks) right on the lakeshore; plus 40 RV hookups and 270 campsites and some rental mobile homes as well. Extremely popular April to October, but winter season has mild weather, fewer crowds, and, of course, the same gorgeous scenery.


Paso Robles & Atascadero


Paso Robles (Spanish for “pass of the oaks”) is located at the junction of Highway 101 and Highway 46. Atascadero (Spanish for “place of much water”) is just south of Paso Robles at the crossroads of Highway 101 and Highway 41. To enjoy the local waters, consider boating, fishing, picnicking, and camping at nearby Lake San Antonio Recreation Area (info: 805-472-2313) or Santa Margarita Lake Regional Park (info: 805-788-2357). This area is famous for its stately trees, agriculture, and award-winning 180-plus wineries and 26,000 vineyard acres. Perhaps a taste of the grape for Mom and Dad before hitting the dusty trail again? (Phone the Paso Robles Wine Country Alliance at 805-239-8463 for current maps and tasting rooms or visit www.pasowine.com.) Meanwhile, be sure to explore these area attractions with the entire family.














	Paso Robles Event Center/California Mid-State Fair
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Riverside Avenue between 21st and 24th Streets, just off Highway 101, Paso Robles; (805) 239-0655; www.midstatefair.com.


Top draws at the center include the Central Coast Roller Derby, Mid-State Fall Home Show, Central Coast Boat Show, and the Great Western Bike Rally. Call for annual lineup of musical and rodeo events. For two weeks in late July/early August, the annual fair turns Paso Robles into a rockin’ and thumpin’ western town. Kids will enjoy the 4-H animal exhibits, crafts, art, food booths, carnival rides, plus world-class live entertainment (in years past, Justin Bieber, Aerosmith, Kenny Rogers, Julio Iglesias, and the Beach Boys have appeared).














	Pioneer Museum
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2010 Riverside Ave. between 19th and 20th Streets, Paso Robles; (805) 239-4556; www.prpioneermuseum.org. Open year-round Thurs through Sun from 1 to 4 p.m. Free admission; donations welcome.


Young cowpokes can amble over to see the farm equipment from the turn of the last century, while their folks check out home furnishings.














	Lake Atascadero Park and Charles Paddock Zoo
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South of Paso Robles, Morro Bay/Highway 41, exit off Highway 101, west 1.5 miles, Atascadero; (805) 461-5080; www.charlespaddockzoo.org. Open 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; hours extended in summer and vary by season. $.


Thirty-five acres of water and wonder. This very intimate site allows close proximity to some one hundred rare and wonderful species. Among the selection: gleaming black brother-and-sister jaguars from Brazil, a pair of Bengal tigers, furry lemurs, sinewy pythons and boas, stately pink flamingos, and crested porcupines (can you make them strut their stuff?). Lake Atascadero is next to the zoo. Walk around the 2-mile perimeter of the lake and picnic on benches or dockside at the Lakeside Pavilion’s snack bar. Strollers, a gift shop, refreshments, and restrooms all make a visit easier for families.














	The Ravine Waterpark
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2301 Airport Rd. (off Highway 46 East), Paso Robles; (805) 237-8500; www.ravinewaterpark.com. $$$.


Open seasonally May through September. Call for hours, special events. Opened in 2007, this wet and wild water adventure has slippery slides and interactive fun for all ages. Hop on a tube and race down the 325-foot-long flume slides; drift along Kickback Kreek; surf the 175,000-gallon wave pool, or head to 9,000-square-foot Kiddie Cove for little ones.




 Ag Adventures


The Central Coast Agritourism Council is a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting small farmers and ranchers by promoting their homes and farms as visitor destinations. Members love showing you and the kids where food starts on its journey to your table and answering questions about their livelihood. You can experience life on a family farm, explore the open trail on horseback, ride in a stagecoach, learn about fiber and wine grape production, sample olive oil, or pick your own lavender and olallieberries out in the field. For events, classes, open houses, and more, call (805) 238-3799 or visit www.agadventures.org.

















	Children’s Museum at the Paso Robles Volunteer Firehouse
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623 13th St., Paso Robles; (805) 238-7432; www.pasokids.org. Ages 2 to 13. Open Thurs through Mon. Call for times and special events. $.


This historic former volunteer firehouse was transformed in 2007 into an interactive, educational, play-filled environment. Exhibits include a fire truck and gear, naturally, plus an oak tree for exploration, a toddler farm and goofy grape stomp, Newton’s playhouse, a physical science corner, pizza kitchen, El Mercado, puppet theater, and arts and crafts stations.


Where to Eat & Stay


Big Bubba’s Bad to the Bone BBQ. 8050 El Camino Real, Atascadero, 93422; (805) 466-9866; 1125 24th St., Paso Robles; www.bigbubbasbadbbq.com. Since opening the first restaurant in Paso in 2002, Bubba’s has become a fave family place for its generous portions of smokey ribs, chicken, pulled pork, turkey legs, and yummy sides. Ride the mechanical bull, enjoy the country-western music, and have some fun at lunch and dinner daily. The “10 Under $10” lunch value menu is a great deal Mon through Fri 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. $$$


Holiday Inn Express Hotel & Suites. 2455 Riverside Ave., Paso Robles; (866) 224-6196 or (805) 238-6500; www.hixpaso.com. Right across from Events Center/Mid-State Fair. Family suites, free Smart breakfast daily. Smart Collection beds, Smart Bathroom amenities, high-speed Internet, fridge, microwave, 27-inch TV with HBO, coffee/tea maker. Heated indoor pool. Special family packages available year-round. $$$


For More Information


Atascadero Chamber of Commerce. 6550 El Camino Real; (805) 466-2044; (888) 55-VISIT; www.visitatascadero.com.


Paso Robles Chamber of Commerce and Visitors and Conference Bureau. 1225 Park St.; (805) 238-0506 or (800) 406-4040; www.pasorobleschamber.com.


Morro Bay


Noted for two landmarks—nature’s awesome Morro Rock and the human-made trio of smokestacks at the waterfront power plant—bustling Morro Bay has a busy commercial fishing fleet and is a prized recreational and tourist town. You can’t miss the magnificent 578-foot, dome-shaped Morro Rock, a long-extinct volcano, which marks the oceanfront end of the Embarcadero—several miles of waterfront filled with shops, restaurants, motels, and dozens of companies with boats, barges, kayaks, canoes, and sailing vessels for charter or guided excursions. Plus, don’t miss the farmers’ market every Saturday from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m. downtown at Main and Harbor Streets (info: 805-602-1009).














	Sub/Sea Tours and Kayaks


	[image: image]







699 Embarcadero #9; (805) 772-9463; www.subseatours.com. Call for reservations and current rates. $$$.


The company offers 45-minute trips in a semi-submersible vessel daily, generally on the hour depending on the tides. Got to love “diving” and seeing kelp forests and marine life. All trips narrated by a naturalist. Canoe and sit-on-top kayak rentals are available daily as well; seasonal whale watch trips are offered aboard the 24-passenger power catamaran Dos Osos.














	Morro Bay State Park
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At the south end of town, off State Park Rd.; (805) 772-2560 or (800) 444-7275; www.parks.ca.gov. Open daily year-round.


Nearly 2,000 acres along the Pacific shore contain many picnic and camping areas, an 18-hole golf course, a marina, a cafe, a primitive natural area, an estuary (great for bird-watching), and boat rentals.














	Museum of Natural History
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Perched on White Point, overlooking the bay and Morro Rock inside the Morro Bay State Park; (805) 772-2694; www.morrobaymuseum.org. Open daily 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. except New Year’s Day, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. $.


Traditional and educational interpretive displays of local marine life, geology, and the history and culture of Native peoples predominate. Video presentations in the auditorium. This is the last remaining blue heron rookery reserve between San Francisco and Mexico. These rare birds can be observed from hiking trails on the museum grounds.














	Montaña de Oro State Park
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Highway 101 at Los Osos Valley Rd., just south of Morro Bay in the tiny town of Los Osos; (805) 528-0513; www.parks.ca.gov. Open year-round. Free day use; camping fees vary.


It is considered the Central Coast’s premier park for hiking, nature walks, tide-pooling, horseback riding, camping, and shore fishing. The Spanish name means “mountain of gold,” referring to the golden fields of poppies, mustard grass, and wildflowers enveloping the hillsides every spring. You can easily spend a day at this incredibly beautiful, 8,000-acre paradise.


Where to Eat & Stay


Harbor Hut Restaurant and Lil Hut (take-away). 1205 Embarcadero; (805) 772-2255. It’s right in the heart of the waterfront action. The seafood is fresh from the trawlers docked in front, making the Hut popular with locals and visitors alike. Meals served daily from 11 a.m. $$


The Inn at Morro Bay. One mile south on Main Street, right before the entrance to Morro Bay State Park, 60 State Park Rd.; (805) 772-5651 or (800) 321-9566; www.innatmorrobay.com. Located on the bay, this comfortable 98-room, full-service hotel has both water- and garden-view rooms. Be sure to ask for a bay view with a balcony or patio; some now have hot tubs. Enjoy the Wellness Center & Spa as well as complimentary beach cruiser bikes. Two dining rooms offer unobstructed views of the estuary and bay frontage while you are enjoying California cuisine for breakfast, lunch (The Bay Club), and dinner (The Orchid). $$$


For More Information


Morro Bay Visitors Center and Chamber of Commerce. 845 Embarcadero Rd., Suite D; (805) 772-4467 or (800) 231-0592; www.morrobay.org.


City of San Luis Obispo


This county seat sits in an inland valley ringed by pretty hills. A remarkably friendly municipality of 45,000 that is also home to California Polytechnic State University (known as Cal Poly), San Luis Obispo has a vibrant downtown area filled with historic sites, shopping, and restaurants. On Thursday afternoons, the 25-cent downtown trolley runs a circuit that will give you and the kids a chance to take in the sights and sounds during the famous Farmers’ Market event.














	Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa
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Chorro and Monterey Streets, in the heart of Mission Plaza; (805) 543-6850; www.missionsanluisobispo.org. Open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. except major holidays. Free admission; donations welcome.


Founded in 1772 and still in operation, the mission is the 5th in the 21-mission chain of parishes founded by Father Junípero Serra. Take a self-guided tour through the Life at the Mission history exhibits and pause in the adobe-brick chapel constructed by the native Chumash people. The mission is named for a 13th-century saint, the bishop of Toulouse, often called “Prince of the Missions.”














	San Luis Obispo Children’s Museum
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1010 Nipomo St., corner of Monterey Street, downtown (same side of the creek as the mission); (805) 545-5874; www.slocm.org. Generally open Tues through Sun. Call for hours since they vary seasonally. $$.


Since 1990, the museum has provided a safe, educational environment for ages 2 through 12; the original building closed in September 2004 and reopened in Fall 2008 with a brand-new 8,400-square-foot facility and 21 amazing indoor and outdoor activities. Some faves include Magic Portal, a cool communication device; the Claymation Volcano; the Shake Table; and back by popular demand, the Giant Bubble, which surrounds your entire body with a giant soap bubble.
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Gum Alley


Higuera Street, between Garden and Broad Streets.


Before leaving downtown, you must seek out a relic you’ll probably hate and your kids will undoubtedly love. Since the late 1950s, locals (mostly collegians) and visitors alike have been depositing their used gum on the narrow alley walls. Folk art or disgusting nuisance, who’s to say, for this representation (it’s the one and only) has been featured in Smithsonian magazine and on the Ripley’s Believe It or Not TV show. Care to leave your sticky imprint? Let your taste decide.














	Thursday Night Farmers’ Market
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Downtown, all along Higuera Street. Every Thurs from 6:10 to 9 p.m. year-round.


Since 1983, not to be missed is this world-famous farmers’ market (a 6-block-long street fair). Kids will love the excitement of musicians, puppeteers, face painters, skate dancers, fire eaters, and, obviously, loads of fresh fruit, veggies, and mouthwatering barbecue and food-stuffs. Don’t be shy—join thousands of curbside dining families downing tasty ribs, chicken, or beef tri-tip sandwiches. Fantastic people-watching, too!














	California Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly)
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About 2 miles north of downtown via Santa Rosa Street and Highland Drive; (805) 756-1111 or (805) 756-5734; www.calpoly.edu. Call for general information and to ask about guided inner-campus tours.


Located on more than 6,000 acres at the base of the Santa Lucia Mountain range, Cal Poly is renowned for its agribusiness department and the West’s largest schools of engineering and architecture. Visitors and families are always welcome. Hike into Poly Canyon to see experimental architecture and construction or visit the Leaning Pine Arboretum. Kids of all ages will want to check out the Dairy Creamery, where you can buy fresh-made cheese and ice cream from Cal Poly’s own cows. Info: (805) 756-6644 or www.calpolycheese.com.


Where to Eat & Stay


Apple Farm Mill House, Restaurant and Inn. 2015 Monterey St. at Highway 101, just outside downtown San Luis Obispo; (805) 544-2040 or (800) 255-2040 for reservations and free video tour; www.applefarm.com. An authentic working gristmill is set among gardens and waterfalls. The kids will love watching, and then drinking, the results of an intricate series of pulleys, shafts, gears, and water producing fresh apple cider; and even ice cream is available for purchase at the Market at the Mill, which also features gourmet sandwiches, salads, candies, and gifts. The family restaurant here serves American favorites for breakfast, lunch, and dinner daily. The inn has 65 deluxe accommodations and 35 Trellis Court motel rooms, plus 2 deluxe Millhouse suites and 2 Family suites; all 104 units have gas fireplaces and Country-Victorian decor. Prices here will not “grind” you! $$$


Madonna Inn. Roadside just south of downtown at Highway 101 and Madonna Road; (805) 543-3000 or (800) 543-9666; www.madonnainn.com. Not named after the provocative entertainer, this nonetheless hard-to-miss pink-and-white inn was built in 1958 by Alex and Phyllis Madonna. Each of the 109 guest rooms is wackily different. The Caveman Room was carved out of solid rock, for heaven’s sake. The men’s restroom is world famous for its imaginative waterfalls. The kids will definitely want to check this out! Enjoy freshly baked treats from the Pastry Shop adjoining the Copper Café. The Gold Rush Steak House is over the top in its pink decor (and its prices, too) for basic American fare. Stay if you dare (the cast of the reality TV show The Bachelor did in 2009), but eat elsewhere if you are value-conscious. $$$




Carizzo Plain National Monument & San Andreas Fault


If your kids want to see evidence of earthquakes, this is the place, remote though it is, to accomplish that wish. North of San Luis Obispo off the Santa Margarita exit of Highway 101, head almost 50 miles east on SR 58 to discover the Carizzo Plains. This nearly 250,000-acre expanse of land is bordered on the west by the Caliente Range and the northeast by the Temblor Range and the famous San Andreas Fault. Naturalists on staff at the Guy L. Goodwin Education Center (805-475-2131, located ½ mile west of the junction of Painted Rock Road and Soda Lake Road; generally open Thurs to Sun 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. from Dec to May) can point out recent earthquake scarps, sag ponds, and stream channels, all earthquake-related. This area is the largest single native grassland remaining in California, and in the spring, wildflowers smother the area with colorful beauty. For complete, detailed information on safely experiencing this amazing, remote area of geological and biological diversity, be sure to visit the website at www.blm.gov.





Pismo Beach Area


The Pismo Beach coastal resort area actually comprises the neighboring communities of Oceano, Grover Beach, Pismo Beach, Shell Beach, Avila Beach, and Port San Luis. The area stretches along Highway 101 and is only 10 minutes south of the city of San Luis Obispo. Don’t miss the Pismo Monarch Butterfly Grove, where these beautiful creatures congregate each winter (www.monarchbutterfly.org). Tide-pooling is a great family activity at low tide; you never know what marine life or artifact you may find. Outdoor recreation is prime here, including such exciting activities as kite surfing, horseback riding, paragliding, airplane and helicopter rides, and Hummer and ATV dune tours. The 1,200-foot Pismo Pier downtown is prime for fishing and strolling.














	Oceano Dunes State Vehicular Recreation Area
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Call (805) 473-7223 (recorded), (805) 473-7220 or (800) 444-7275; or visit www.ohv.parks.ca.gov for complete details and entrance fees. Open daily.


This is a geologically unique sand-dune complex that is an impressive off-highway vehicular (OHV) playground that also offers activities such as swimming, surfing, fishing, camping, and hiking. Children younger than 18 must be accompanied by an adult over 21 years old and take a 2-hour state certification safety test to pilot their own dune buggy here.


B.J.’s ATV Rentals


197 Grand Ave., Grover Beach; (805) 481-5411 or (888) 418-5411; www.bjsatvrentals.com. Cost per ATV starting at $45 for two hours. Children’s machines also available.


Since 1982, this has been the best place to rent your dream ATV machine, with more than 200 to choose from. The staff is really helpful and concerned with your safety.














	Port San Luis Harbor
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At the very end of Avila Beach Road, Avila Beach; (805) 595-5400; www.portsanluis.com.


This is a bustling fishing pier and commercial marina. Don’t miss the chance to stroll down Harford Pier to find the free marine touch tank and look into a fish-processing plant. You’ll be amazed how fast sea creatures are transformed into seafood. Tons of salmon, crab, albacore, halibut, cod, shark, and swordfish are brought in here every year by approximately 70 commercial fishing vessels. There are plenty of places to eat the catch of the day. One fave is Fat Cat’s Café, open 24/7 (www.fatcatscafe.com).














	Great American Melodrama and Vaudeville Theatre
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1863 Front St. (Highway 1), Oceano; (805) 489-2499 for schedule and ticket prices; www.americanmelodrama.com.


Enjoy side-splitting comedy and family entertainment. Don’t be put off by the industrial surroundings. Once inside this more-than-200-seat old-fashioned cabaret-style hall, complete with sawdust on the floor, you’ll feel completely at home. The theater has been owned and operated by Lynne Schlenker and her family since 1975. The actors and actresses do triple duty—they serve you food and drinks before they perform, and then act onstage, and finally they fraternize with you and other audience members after the show. The best time to attend is definitely during December for the Holiday Extravaganza.


Where to Eat


F. McLintock’s Saloon & Dining House. 750 Mattie Rd., off Highway 101 between Spyglass Drive and Price Street exits, Pismo Beach; (805) 773-1892; www.mclintocks.com. No visit to this area would be complete without enjoying dinner at this joint. It’s easy to avoid the saloon and slip right into the dining rooms (voted as having the best kids’ menu in SLO County), where servers will amaze you with their fun attitudes and ability to pour water. (Don’t ask, just go and experience this!) The onion rings are a personal favorite, especially dipped in homemade salsa. Open for dinner daily. $$$


Splash Café. 197 Pomeroy, Pismo Beach; (805) 773-4653; www.splashcafe.com (also a sister cafe/bakery in downtown San Luis Obispo at 1491 Monterey St.). Since 1989, famous for award-winning clam chowder in fresh-baked sourdough bread bowls (more than 15,000 gallons served annually), plus other fish dishes, burgers, and salads in a totally casual, friendly, beachy plastic-chair joint. Open daily at 10 a.m. with most menu items under $5. $


Where to Stay


Spyglass Inn & Restaurant. 2705 Spyglass Dr., Pismo Beach, adjacent to Highway 101–Pacific Coast Highway 1, between Spyglass and Price Street exits; (805) 773-4855; www.spyglassinn.com. Located on the cliffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean, this nautical-themed 82-room property is a super family value. Be sure to inquire about seasonal packages and specials. Guest rooms are spacious, and many have ocean views. The heated pool and whirlpool make a relaxing destination after a day of “doing the coast.” The Spyglass Restaurant, with its outdoor terraced decks, provides stunning ocean views and serves traditional American breakfast, lunch, and dinner daily—at prices that won’t shock your wallet. Highly recommended. $$


Sycamore Mineral Springs Resort. 1215 Avila Beach Dr., Avila Beach; (805) 595-7302 or (800) 234-5831; www.smsr.com. Built around a natural spring in 1897 on one hundred wooded acres only 1 mile from the beach, this facility has magically evolved to become a luxurious, 74-unit full-service resort featuring standard rooms, 2-room suites, and an ideal family 3-bedroom/3-bath guest house (all with private spas, and many fed by the natural mineral springs). Amenities include the Treatment Center, with massage and skin care; the Healing Arts Institute; pools, gardens, labyrinth walk, and hiking trails; a gift shop; and Gardens of Avila Restaurant (which serves healthy California cuisine for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and Sunday brunch). Ask about special packages that are extra values. A definite favorite with our family. $$$$


For More Information


Pismo Beach Chamber of Commerce and Conference & Visitors Bureau. 581 Dolliver St.; (805) 773-4382 or (800) 443-7778; www.pismochamber.com and www.classiccalifornia.com.


California Welcome Center-Pismo Beach. 333 Five Cities Dr. at Highway 101 exit, in the Prime Outlets Mall, Pismo Beach; (805) 773-7924; www.visitcwc.com. Free statewide information and local area specifics.


Arroyo Grande


“Wide gulch or streambed” is an English translation of this village’s Spanish moniker. Founded in 1862, “A-roy-oh Grahn-day” was settled in a wide, fertile valley on either side of a creek that flows from the Santa Lucia Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. Branch Street is the main thoroughfare, a quarter mile east of Highway 101. Many of the 19th-century buildings, like the Methodist church, have been restored, and several have been turned into bed-and-breakfast inns, shops, and restaurants. Access www.arroyograndecc.com for information on the annual Strawberry Festival (Memorial Day weekend) and events at the Clark Center for Performing Arts.














	Doc Burnstein’s Ice Cream Lab
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114 West Branch St., downtown; (805) 474-4068; www.docburnsteins.com. Open daily 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m., Fri and Sat until 10:30 p.m. $.


Features hand-crafted, super-premium (16 percent butterfat) ice cream presented in glass dishware in the only nostalgic ice cream parlor on the Central Coast. You can also watch through the Lab viewing window as the Doc (proprietor Greg Steinberger) and his Lab Assistants turn fresh hormone-free dairy cream into 140-plus flavors of award-winning treats including malts, floats, sundaes, mud pies, and banana splits. Delish, not to be missed!














	Mustang Water Slides and Lopez Lake Recreational Area
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Outside Arroyo Grande, only 15 minutes off Highway 101 via Branch Street; 6800 Lopez Dr., Arroyo Grande. (805) 489-8898 or (805) 788-2381 for specific operating hours; www.mustangwaterslides.com and www.slocountyparks.org/activities/lopez.htm.


There is camping (354 sites), fishing, picnicking, waterskiing, and windsurfing year-round at Lopez Lake, with 22 miles of man-made shoreline The water slide is open from Apr through Sept and features two 600-foot curving waterslides, a “Stampede” inner tube ride down a 38-foot drop, tot pool with mini-slides, waterfall trees, and relaxing picnic areas. A refreshing good time!


Santa Barbara County


What do wine, olives, lemons, avocados, strawberries, Danish pastries, and tri-tip barbecue have in common? They all are produced in the richly varied domain known as Santa Barbara County, named after the patron saint of mariners and travelers. With such a blessing, no wonder people from around the world are drawn here to visit and experience the joys of life. Santa Barbara County’s Pacific sea breezes mean warm days and cooler nights both along the coast and in the interior valleys. The average annual temperature in Santa Barbara County is a mild 62 degrees. Very seldom do temperatures drop below 40 in the winter or climb above 90 in the summer. Such great weather makes visitors as well as plants happy.


The region’s colonial history began when Portuguese explorer Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo sailed along the California coast in 1542 and claimed everything he saw for the Spanish crown. Sixty years later, another Portuguese seafarer, Sebastian Viscaino, dropped anchor in the bay. The day was December 4, the feast day of Saint Barbara, which explains the name given to the area. Both explorers were greeted warmly by the native Chumash Indians, who for 10,000 years or so had thrived in the area’s gorgeous climate and year-round growing season. Viscaino’s diary records the first evidence of the vaunted and legendary Santa Barbara hospitality. Today you can still experience the same warm welcome here with your family. Start at the northern boundary of the county’s Santa Maria River. Here’s what you will discover.


Santa Maria


Heading south from San Luis Obispo County on Highway 101, you will cross into the Santa Maria Valley and find gentle foothills that descend toward the city of Santa Maria. It is surrounded by well-tended commercial and family farms, where yummy you-can-pick-them strawberries and lots of produce are cultivated. Many award-winning vineyards and wineries are also located here; growers have discovered a microclimate very similar to that in France. The town’s roots are very deep in agriculture and ranching. The 21st century has seen dramatic growth in housing and retail shopping.














	Santa Maria Valley Discovery Museum
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705 South McClelland St.; (805) 928-8414; www.smvdiscoverymuseum.org. Open Mon through Sat. Call for seasonal times and fees. $.


More than 35 activities with 11 permanent exhibits and many rotating displays means you’ll always find something fun for kids of all ages. Favorites include Shark Tank, Shipwreck, Fish Market, First 5 Garden Infant Playground, Creation Station, and plush “cow-ches” to rest and relax upon.














	Santa Maria Museum of Flight
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3015 Airpark Dr.; (805) 922-8758; www.smmof.org. Open Fri through Sun 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. $.


Aviators and wannabe pilots need to gear up for a visit to this exhibit, located next to the (SMX) city airport within two historic hangars. You can see the Fleet Model 2 and Stinson V77-Reliant airplanes, an extensive collection of model planes, and the once-secret Norden bombsight and its accessories.




The History of Santa Maria–Style Barbecue


The region’s ranching heritage is most evident in the continuing tradition of Santa Maria–style barbecue. This cooking style dates from the Spanish vaquero (cowboy) days, when a special cut of beef was butchered, marinated, and slow-cooked over red-hot oak wood. This triangular cut of sirloin, the “tri-tip,” is served with special Santa Maria Valley–grown pinquito beans, garden fresh tossed salad, toasted French bread, and spicy salsa. You can find tri-tips sizzling most every weekend in barbecue pits on downtown street corners or marketplaces, presided over by cooks who are generally raising money for local service clubs.







Guadalupe Dunes


Head 9 miles west out of Santa Maria to the end of State Route 166, and your kids will think you’ve landed in the Sahara Desert by the Sea—officially known as the Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Preserve. Sand dunes up to 500 feet tall stretch for 18 miles along the Pacific Ocean here. More than 1,400 species of animals, including 200 kinds of birds, and 244 species of plants migrate through or live in this undisturbed, windswept landscape. To fully appreciate this magnificent work of nature, make your first stop at the Dunes Visitor Center, located in a restored Victorian house in downtown Guadalupe at 1055 Guadalupe St. (805-343-2455; www.dunescenter.org). This wonderful, family-oriented facility provides entertaining interactive exhibits on dune mammals, birds, plants, and history. (Did you know that Cecile B. DeMille’s 1923 film set of The Ten Commandments is buried underneath these dunes?) Free maps and tour programs are provided. If hunger strikes, mosey into the Far Western Tavern, the Minetti family-owned and -operated dining hall serving lunch and dinner daily since 1958 at 899 Guadalupe St. (805-343-2211; www.farwesterntavern.com). Your kids will get a kick out of the rawhide booths and ranching artifacts while you savor the excellent steaks (as featured on Food Network’s BBQ with Bobby Flay TV show).
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Santa Maria Speedway


One-third mile north of Highway 101/Highway 166, Bakersfield exit to Hutton Road; Infoline (805) 922-2233 or office (805) 202-1492; www.racesantamariaspeedway.com. $$.


Take your family to the stock-car races in a natural amphitheater surrounded by eucalyptus trees. Every Sat night mid-Apr through Oct. The dedicated family section with no smoking or alcohol allowed is our best suggestion for a good time.














	Waller County Park
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300 Goodwin Rd., Orcutt Expressway and Waller Lane; (805) 934-6123; www.countyofsb.org. Open daily 8 a.m. to sunset. Free admission for day use; group fees apply.


A 153-acre park with lake, fountains, a waterfall, fishing, playgrounds, baseball diamonds, and a Frisbee golf course.














	YMCA Skateboard Park
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3400 Skyway Dr.; (805) 937-8521; www.smvymca.org/skate.html. Call for fees and operating hours. $.


Located adjacent to the YMCA facility, this 15,000-square-foot park contains numerous ramps, including quarter pipes, half pipes, boxes, rails, jumps, hills, and a vertical ramp. A special area for beginners is available.


Where to Eat & Stay


Klondike Pizza. 2059 South Broadway; (805) 348-3667. Open daily from 11 a.m. Total family-fun food—pizza, burgers, salads—and free roasted peanuts in shells that you’re encouraged to throw on the floor. We sure do! $


Historic Santa Maria Inn. 801 South Broadway, exit Main Street west off Highway 101, then south on Broadway; (805) 928-7777; www.santamariainn.com. Near Santa Maria Town Center Mall shopping and area attractions, this English-style country inn was built in 1917 and has expanded over the years to include a restaurant serving lunch and dinner, a wine cellar, a gift shop, and newer tower suites for a total of 164 units. Be sure to inquire for current family package plans and special deals. A good choice for value in the area. $$$


For More Information


Santa Maria Valley Chamber of Commerce and Visitor & Convention Bureau. 614 South Broadway; (805) 925-2403 or (800) 331-3779; www.santamaria.com.


Lompoc Valley


Say Lompoc (Lahm-poke) with me now, and then your entire family can start saying “oooh” and “aahhh” if you visit during the late spring and summer, when awesome fields of flowers bloom practically everywhere you gaze. Lompoc is a Chumash Indian word meaning “little lake” or “lagoon.” More than 67,000 people call this beautiful valley home now, including the military personnel at Vandenberg Air Force Base. Don’t miss the more than 60 murals throughout the city. (Contact the Chamber of Commerce for a map.)














	Lompoc Flower Fields
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Historically, this valley has produced much of the world’s flower seeds; however, this has dwindled in recent years to only several growers of marigolds, asters, larkspur, calendula, lavender, and cornflowers. To help “blooming idiots” identify the current locations of these gems, contact the Chamber of Commerce for their weekly map and directions during flowering season (usually mid-May to Aug) The Lompoc Flower Festival is held every June to celebrate this still incredible presentation of nature (www.flowerfestival.org).














	La Purisima Mission State Historic Park
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Three miles northeast of Highway 246 at 2295 Purisima Rd.; (805) 773-3713; www.lapurisimamission.org. $.


See the Americanos’ complete and authentic restoration of this important mission back to the way it was in the 1800s. La Purisima Mission was the 11th of the 21 Spanish missions established on December 8, 1787. There are gardens, hiking trails, and picnic facilities. Living History Days are not to be missed—call for scheduled activities and reenactments.


Vandenberg Air Force Base (ages 10 and up)


Public Affairs Office, 747 Nebraska Ave., Room #A103, VAFB; (805) 606-3595; www.vandenberg.af.mil.


This base, begun in 1941, is located on the outskirts of Lompoc on 99,000 acres of incredibly beautiful Pacific oceanfront property that also includes an ecological preserve. Vandenberg Air Force Base is headquarters for the 30th Space Wing—which manages Department of Defense space and missile testing, and places satellites into polar orbit from the West Coast. Two-hour public base tours are offered through the Public Affairs office the second Wednesday of each month. Reservations are required at least two weeks in advance. No walk-ons are accepted the day of the tour. Tours may be cancelled when mission requirements dictate. Call for current policy and schedules.




Lassoed into Los Alamos


As you travel Highway 101, midway between San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara, you’ll discover a genuine old-western-style town worth a quick visit back in time. Now inhabited by about 1,600 friendly folks, Los Alamos (Spanish for “the cottonwoods”) was founded by ranchers in 1876 and became a popular stagecoach and railroad stop—its appearance hasn’t changed much since. For accommodations, check into the hillside Skyview Motel, with stunning 360-degree valley views at value rates (805-344-3770). The historic 1880 Union Hotel & Saloon is undergoing restoration; call for current availability and hours of operation (805-344-2744). For foodstuffs all on the main drag (Bell Street/Highway 135), check out the Café Quakenbush and Art Brut Gallery, Full of Life Flatbread (for delicious weekend dinners), or Charlie’s Diner (you can’t miss the stuffed buffalo outside). Don’t miss the Depot Mall Antique Mall & Pub with 60-some dealers in the old railroad station and several other galleries and antiques stores as well. The town honors its heritage during the last weekend of September with an annual Old Days Celebration. See www.losalamosvalley.org.





For More Information


Lompoc Valley Chamber of Commerce and Visitors Bureau. 111 South I (“Eye”) St.; (805) 736-4567 or (800) 240-0999; www.lompoc.com.


The Santa Ynez Valley


South of Santa Maria on Highway 101, bordered by the Santa Ynez and San Rafael Mountains, lies the Santa Ynez Valley. Some families bypass this magnificent triangle bisected by Highways 154 and 246, home of more than 75 award-winning wineries and vineyards— some of which were seen in the 2005 Academy Award-winning movie Sideways. Don’t you dare miss these five towns that are only 45 minutes inland from the coastal city of Santa Barbara yet feel like a world away: Buellton—home of the original Pea Soup Andersen’s Restaurant, and the commercial gateway to the valley; Ballard—with its continuously operating one-room school; Los Olivos—where the movie Return to Mayberry was filmed and more than two-dozen wine tasting rooms and art galleries reside; Santa Ynez itself—a thoroughly western burg; and the largest city, Solvang—truly another world, it is Southern California’s little bit of Denmark, founded by Danish-Americans in 1911. It is celebrating its centennial year in 2011 with myriad festivities (check out www.solvang100.com). Solvang means “sunny fields” in Danish. You and your family will find plenty of sunny hospitality in this beautiful village, where the spirit of the founding Danes lives on. Visualize windmills, thatched-roof cottages with dormers and gables, fresh Danish pastries, groaning smorgasbords, 150 unique shops (no chain stores), friendly folks, comfortable lodging choices from full-service hotels to inns, and lots of sunshine. You may become laden with goodies, including porcelain figurines, handmade lace, music boxes, jewelry, sweaters, candies, and western wear.














	Hans christian andersen Museum
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1680 Mission Dr. in the Book Loft building; (805) 688-2052; www.bookloftsolvang.com/museum.htm. Open daily; generally 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free.


Andersen was the Danish father of the modern fairy tale. See his books, sketches, paper cutouts, and collages. Celebrate his April 2 birthday every year at the party here.














	Elverhoj Museum of History and Art
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1624 Elverhoj Way; (805) 686-1211; www.elverhoj.org. Open Wed through Sun afternoons. Call for hours and special event times. Free admission, suggested donation is $3.


Located on a residential street, this former home of artist Viggo Brandt-Erichsen and his wife, Martha Mott, lets you discover the origins of Solvang’s fascinating heritage and Danish legacy with rotating exhibits of Danish and modern art, free events, workshops, and craft classes.














	Old Mission Santa Ines


	[image: image]







1760 Mission Dr., right near the village center; (805) 688-4815; www.missionsantaines.org. $.


Number 19 in the chain of 21 missions along the California coast. Dedicated in 1804, Mission Santa Ines continues to hold services as well as to provide a fascinating museum for original Chumash Indian paintings, 17th-century European artworks, and religious vestments (self-guided audio tours available). The mission also houses a serene meditation garden in a quadrangle inside the walls. A perfect escape if your family is overdoing Danish.














	Pacific Conservatory of the Performing Arts (PCPA)
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In Solvang’s outdoor Festival Theater at 420 Second St.; (805) 922-8313 or (800) 549-7272 for tickets and schedules; www.pcpa.org. Open June through Sept. $$$.


Stages world-class professional theater under the stars, a Santa Barbara County family tradition. Don’t miss out on the experience during your visit! The 2011 season will feature the American premiere of My Fairytale (a musical honoring author/artist Hans Christian Andersen, first staged in Denmark); Alfred Hitchcock’s The39 Steps, Hairspray, and more.














	Windhaven Glider Rides


	[image: image]







Santa Ynez Valley Airport, off Highway 246, near intersection of Highway 154; (805) 688-2517; www.gliderrides.com. Scenic flights are available weekends from 10 a.m. until 5 p.m., weather permitting. Reservations highly recommended. Call for fares.


Two-seater planes flown by FAA-certified commercial pilots at approximately 2,500 feet and, pardon the pun, up from there! There are no age restrictions; however people over about 6-foot-4-inches or 250 pounds (dependent on pilot’s weight) may not be able to fit in the glider. We recommend this experience for children at least 10 years old, but let your judgment decide.




Danish Culinary Delights


No visit to Solvang would be complete without tasting aebleskiver—the raspberry-jam-draped, powdered-sugar-coated Danish pancake balls sold throughout the village—which are made with a special flour mix in a unique round cast-iron pan and are definitely delicious. Be on the lookout for frikadeller (meatballs), medisterpolse (sausages), and rodkaal (red cabbage), as well as decadent pastries, tarts, butter cookies (grab a tub to take along, bet they won’t last) and breads at four Danish-owned bakeries as well as numerous family-friendly restaurants, such as the Bit O’Denmark Restaurant & Lounge (located in Solvang’s first building constructed in 1911), Red Viking (plentiful smorgasbord), and Solvang Restaurant (where you can purchase aebleskiver through a take-out window, too) Don’t miss the annual Taste of Solvang festival the third weekend of March each year. See www.solvangusa.com for a complete list and hours of operation.
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