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  For Rachel, Wyatt, Melati, Melanie, Izzie, and Acacia, our rising stars




  About the Author




  A native Northern Californian who lives in Sonoma in the heart of the Wine Country, Karen Misuraca is the author of several guidebooks and travel literature, including Quick Escapes from San Francisco: The Best Weekend Getaways, Backroads of the California Coast, The California Coast, Backroads of the California Wine Country, Insiders’ Guide to Yosemite, Our San Francisco, and The 100 Best Golf Resorts of the World.




  She specializes in writing about golf travel and luxury resorts, California, and international travel, contributing to in-flight magazines and other publications. She is the international golf travel columnist for Examiner.com, and the founder and editor of www.BestGolfResortsoftheWorld.com.




  Misuraca is also the author of the iPhone apps California Coast North and California Coast Central.




  She and her husband, Michael Capp, explore Northern California’s outdoors with her three daughters, five granddaughters, and grandson.




  Introduction




  California is for the young, no doubt, especially for the under-18 set. From theme parks to ocean beaches, from aquariums to ski resorts and museums that kids actually like, from cable cars to canoeing down the river and fishing in a mountain lake—it may take your family a lifetime of vacations to see and do it all.




  Anchored by America’s favorite city by the bay, San Francisco, and by the capital city of Sacramento with its charming gold rush–era riverfront, the northern half of the state is a different world than the more densely populated Southern California. The dramatic, rugged northern coastline is dotted with small coves and dashed by foaming surf. Nineteenth-century towns and villages look just as they did more than a century ago, and when the snow flies in the Sierras, skiing and winter play is the best in the West.




  Fun with the Family Northern California will help you choose destinations that are perfectly suited to the ages of your children or grandchildren, and the activities that your family enjoys.




  This book is divided into 12 geographic regions. The major towns in each region are featured, together with information on nearby attractions, family friendly restaurants, and places to stay that welcome and provide for children.




  Does your family like water sports and camping? Consider spending a few days in California’s Central Valley, at one of its many lakes and reservoirs, or on the inland Delta waterways, a paradise for families who love to fish, water-ski, houseboat, and camp out.




  In the mountains of the Sierra Nevada, pitch a tent in a pine forest or settle into a rustic lakeside resort. Head for Redwood Country and park your RV beneath the tallest trees in the world, or hit the beach with your boogie boards in Santa Cruz.




  Near the waterfront in San Francisco, your young scientists will enjoy one of the world’s largest hands-on science museums. Shake hands with a robot at the Tech Museum of Innovation in San Jose, the birthplace of the personal computer.




  Fancy accommodations can be hard on the family budget, so you’ll find suggestions for comfortable, reasonably priced motels, inns, campgrounds, and hostels with amenities such as coin laundries, sofa beds, swimming pools, playgrounds, and game rooms; some offer supervised “kids’ camps.”




  You’ll find a strong focus on recreation, nature, and the environment. Many state parks and nature preserves are recommended as places to get close to wildlife and to see a tremendous variety of native flora and dramatic landscapes—images that stay with children for the rest of their lives. In the northernmost reaches of California, in the Shasta Cascade region and around Lassen Volcanic National Park, the trails and roads are lightly used, a key advantage if one of your vacation goals is to spend quiet time together in the wilderness.




  Learning about the history of California is something that just happens in many of the towns and villages you will visit. In the perfectly preserved gold rush settlement of Columbia, shopkeepers and blacksmiths dress and work just as their forebears did a century ago, and you can still get a sarsaparilla and have your tintype taken. On the plaza in the Spanish mission town of San Juan Bautista, step into the stables to have a look at horse-drawn carriages and wagons from the 1860s, when a dozen coaches a day arrived with travelers from the East, bound for the boomtown of San Francisco.




  

    Top California Campgrounds




    A leading campground reservation company, ReserveAmerica (www.reserveamerica.com) recognized these Northern California parks as among the “Top 100 Family Campgrounds” for 2010 (nearly 4,000 parks were reviewed). State park campground reservations can be made by phone (800-444-7275) or online (www.parks.ca.gov).




    • Anthony Chabot Regional Park, Castro Valley




    • Del Valle Regional Park, Livermore




    • Donner Memorial State Park, Truckee




    • Folsom Lake State Recreation Area, Folsom




    • Meeks Bay-Lake Tahoe Basin National Forest, Meeks Bay




    • The campground at Pinnacles National Monument




    Additional nods from ReserveAmerica:




    • “Top 25 Amazing Locations”: D.L. Bliss State Park near Emerald Bay and Pinnacles National Monument




    • “Top 25 Kid-Friendly Parks”: Donner Memorial State Park and Pinnacles National Monument


  




  Amusement parks, playgrounds, rest stops, and easy hiking trails are described in every region. On driving trips, it’s good to take fresh-air breaks frequently so kids can let off steam.




  TRIP PLANNING & RESOURCES




  Go to www.visitcwc.com to locate California Welcome Centers and roadside rest areas throughout the state. The centers are stocked with brochures, maps, and the latest information for travelers, and you can check your e-mail there, make hotel reservations, and enjoy the picnic grounds.




  If wildlife is your family’s passion, the website www.cawatchablewildlife.org offers excellent driving itineraries focusing on more than 200 places where you can get up close to birds, mammals, and other wildlife; animal- and bird-related festivals are described, too.




  

    Karen’s Tips for Traveling with Kids




    • Toys. In restaurants and other public places, I dip into my bag of tricks for younger children—a set of tiny wooden farm animals, a miniature deck of cards, colored pencils (colored pens can be dangerous) and paper, beads, and trinkets. Put the goodie bag away between trips so the toys don’t get boring.




    • Where Are We Going? As soon they learn to read, let the children be the trip navigators. With a highlighter pen, help them mark the route before you leave, and keep track of where you are during the day. In advance, present your young passengers with brochures, maps, and a blank notebook for stories and notes of the trip. Encourage them to keep their eyes out for postcards along the way to paste into the family album at home.




    • Don’t Hurry, Be Happy. The younger the child, the more important are frequent R&R stops. In advance, locate parks and other public places where they can run around, take a nap, and have a snack or a picnic (when the weather is crummy, an indoor shopping mall may not be a bad choice). The younger the child, the more the whole family will benefit from breaking the day into small segments of traveling, resting, sightseeing, restaurant stops, and outdoor recreation.




    • Preteens Can Be Happy Campers. I can tell you from (vast) experience that your chances of a good time with younger teens are greatly increased if you allot them the following:




    • some time alone each day




    • some money each day to


    spend as they wish




    • permission to make a few


    phone calls or e-mails to friends at home




    • input and some decisions about destinations and activities




    • Hi-Tech Surrender. For school-age kids and up, headphones, DVDs, iPods, video games, cell phones—give in to it. At the risk of creating havoc, limit the number of electronically enhanced hours, and check out their choices of entertainment before they descend into the abyss.




    • Snacks. Have healthy snacks on hand at all times. You just don’t know when you’ll be waiting for a restaurant table, for your orders to come, or when your child just doesn’t want what’s on the menu or gets hungry 2 miles down the trail or 5 minutes before the plane takes off.


  




  California’s state park system is the largest in the lower 48 states—with nearly 300 parks, more than 15,000 campsites, 280 miles of coastline, and more than 3,000 miles of trails. An annual pass to the parks, which admits everyone in your vehicle, is $125. The Golden Poppy Pass saves money by the carful on admission to 95 of the state parks ($90 annually). There is also an annual boat-use pass ($75), a sno-park pass ($25), a Golden Bear Poppy Pass for seniors ($5), and passes for the disabled and for veterans. Apply online at www.parks.ca.gov or by calling (800) 777-0369. For campsite reservations call (916) 638-5883 or (800) 444-PARK. Good news (or is this bad news?)! Many state parks now have Wi-Fi at picnic tables, tents, RV spaces, cabins, and other sites; see the website for the list of participating parks.




  The State of California’s website for travelers, www.visitcalifornia.com, will keep you occupied for hours, browsing for theme parks, new attractions in each region, state and national parks, recreation and sports, driving tours, and much more. The free California Visitor’s Guide is full of information about things to do, see, and enjoy throughout the state, and you get a large, pull-out map. You might also ask for the annual California Celebrations booklet, containing an extensive calendar of events, and another booklet, The Best of California Driving Tours (916-322-2881).




  ACCOMMODATIONS, RESTAURANTS & ATTRACTIONS RATES




  Dollar signs indicate general price ranges for meals, lodging, and attractions, when appropriate. For meals, the prices are for individual dinner entrees. For lodging, the rates are for a double room, with no meals, unless otherwise indicated; rates for lodging may be higher during peak vacation seasons and holidays. Always inquire about family and group rates and package deals that may include amusement park tickets, ski area tickets, and tickets for concerts and other performing arts events. Visitor bureaus can steer you to lodging with family packages. Rates for attractions are a general guide to what you can expect to pay in admission fees. We note when attraction fees differ for adults and children, and we point out with the free icon when something is free.




  Rates for Accommodations




  

    

      	$



      	Less than $80

    




    

      	$$



      	$80 to $110

    




    

      	$$$



      	$110 to $170

    




    

      	$$$$



      	More than $170

    


  




  Rates for Restaurants




  

    

      	$



      	up to $10

    




    

      	$$



      	$11 to $15

    




    

      	$$$



      	$15 to $20

    




    

      	$$$$



      	More than $20

    


  




  Rates for Attractions




  

    

      	$



      	Less than $5

    




    

      	$$



      	$5 to $10

    




    

      	$$$



      	$10 to $20

    




    

      	$$$$



      	More than $20

    


  




  Attractions Key




  The following is a key to the icons found throughout the text.




  

    

      	SWIMMING
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      	BOATING/BOAT TOUR
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      	HISTORIC SITE
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      	HIKING/WALKING
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      	FISHING
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      	BIKING
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      	AMUSEMENT PARK
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      	HORSEBACK RIDING
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      	SKIING/WINTER SPORTS
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      	PARK
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      	ANIMAL VIEWING
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      	FOOD
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      	LODGING
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      	CAMPING
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      	MUSEUM
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      	PERFORMING ARTS
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      	SPORTS/ATHLETICS
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      	PICNICKING
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      	PLAYGROUND
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      	SHOPPING
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      	PLANTS/GARDENS/NATURE TRAILS
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      	FARM
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Central Coast





  




  Tracing the coastline south from San Francisco to Big Sur, Highway 1 is one of the most spectacular and diverse scenic highways in the world. Sandy beaches, rocky promontories, coves and harbors, dramatic mountain ranges, and farmlands create a rich geography. Along the way are a scattering of fishermen’s villages and historic mission-era towns, the honky-tonk of a vintage seaside amusement boardwalk, the sophistication of European-style cafes, and state-of-the-art museums. Take time to stop frequently and make discoveries. Stroll on the beach; peer into tide pools; load up on veggies and fruit at a produce stand.




  Whale-watching and beachcombing attract weekenders to Half Moon Bay, the Pumpkin Capital of the World. South along the coast from here to Santa Cruz are a chain of redwood parks, dozens of tide-pooly beaches, and tiny seacoast hamlets. At Año Nuevo State Reserve, thousands of elephant seals pose an unforgettable sight.




  Fringed with 20 miles of wide sandy beaches, the classic beach towns of Santa Cruz and neighboring Capitola Village offer surfing, boating, seafood restaurants, and a board-walk extravaganza of rides and games. Just inland from Highway 1, the Santa Cruz Mountains are crisscrossed by country roads meandering through ancient redwood groves and along the banks of the San Lorenzo River. Kids like the campgrounds and Roaring Camp, an 1880s logging settlement with a steam train.




  Farther south the rich heritage of Spain is alive in the thick-walled adobes and colonial haciendas of Monterey. Museums and restored buildings from the days of the conquistadors are found on the “Path of History.” The largest in the world, the Monterey Bay Aquarium is the most popular destination on the Central Coast.




  The fairy-tale village of Carmel-by-the-Sea is chockablock with hundreds of shops. The glorious Carmel Mission and a jewel of a town beach are not to be missed. Carmel Valley is a good choice for a family vacation headquarters in the area because of dependably warm, dry weather and less-expensive lodgings.
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  Running 90 miles south from Carmel, Highway 1 threads along the Big Sur coast between high cliffs and river valleys above a coastline legendary for its wild beauty. A national forest and four state parks and rocky beaches are worth exploring here.




  Half Moon Bay




  Good weather, sea air, and lots of outdoor fun near the harbor town of Half Moon Bay lure weekenders from the Bay Area in great numbers. It’s worth the drive for a day on a sandy beach or a walk in a silent redwood forest.




  Besides commercial ocean fishing and tourism, the main activities in the area are flower and vegetable growing. Within huge greenhouses and in the fields around them, flowers such as carnations, roses, tulips, and irises are grown for shipment all over the world. You can buy plants and produce—and Christmas trees—at several places along the highway. Colorful flower markets take place on third Saturdays, May through September, outside on Kelly Avenue, and November through April, inside at La Piazza, downtown.




  A stroll through this small Victorian town turns up Western saloons, country stores, and 100-year-old hotels and homes, many on the National Register of Historic Places. Trendy galleries and shops abound. On the north end of town in Princeton, at the harbor, Harbor Village is a brand new atrium mall of about two dozen shops and cafes, many locally owned, anchored by the luxurious Ocean Hotel.




  In October families come to the Art and Pumpkin Festival for pumpkin carving, pie eating, a haunted house, an exhibition of a 1,000-pound-plus winner of the Great Pumpkin Weigh-Off, and entertainment galore, plus 250 vendors (www.miramarevents.com). You can meet locals at the pancake breakfast and the Halloween costume competition. Come early to avoid the huge crowds.
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  Pillar Point Harbor (all ages)




  At Princeton, 5 minutes north of Half Moon Bay on Highway 1; (650) 726-4382.




  Watch a fleet of more than 200 fishing boats and yachts go in and out of the marina, fish from the wharf, go shelling on the little beach west of the jetty, rent kayaks and canoes, and hike or bike for miles. Tiny cafes, bars, and fish markets at the harbor are frequented by the locals. Whale-watching tours depart from the wharf. From December through April you are almost guaranteed to see California gray whales on their 4,000-mile migration from the Arctic to Baja. Surfers from around the world come to Mavericks off Pillar Point, where 30-foot waves breaking over a rocky reef up the ante; some say these are the biggest waves in the world. (Hang out with the Maverick surf-ers on the ocean-view deck at the Half Moon Bay Brewing Company here.) There’s boat launch ramps, public restrooms, and RV parking. Near the harbor is a new atrium mall of shops and cafes.




  [image: chpt_fig_026.png]




  Pillar Point Marsh and Shoreline (all ages)




  On Capistrano Road at Princeton (pass the Pillar Point Harbor, going left on Prospect Way; turn right onto Broadway, left onto Harvard to the end; go right on West Point, then 0.5 mile to the parking lot); (650) 728-3582.




  A 0.5-mile easy walk, perfect for toddlers, where you will see great blue herons, snowy egrets, and red-winged blackbirds, as well as a variety of other sea- and shorebirds. Follow the trail to the breakwater and tide pools on the far side, and watch for sea lions on the offshore rocks. Restrooms, wheelchair accessible.
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  Half Moon Bay State Beach (all ages)




  Just south of Half Moon Bay, west on Kelly Avenue; (650) 726-8820.




  Buy a kite at Lunar Wind Inventions in town, and head for these 3 miles of adjacent sandy beaches. At Francis Beach, the most popular, are developed RV and tent campsites, cold showers, BBQs, picnic sites, and the ranger station. If the campground is full, try the nice Pelican Point RV Park on Miramontes Point Road (650-726-9100). Notice the skateboard park on the highway at Kelly Avenue. Water temperature is chilly, even in summer, and the surf can be treacherous, so plan to dip your toes and play on the sand.
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  Cowell Ranch Beach (all ages)




  Highway 1, Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-8819; www.sanmateocoastnha.org. Free.




  About 3.3 miles south of town, by way of an easy, flat, 0.5-mile trail and steep stairs, there is a secluded, sandy beach. From the bluff, through a permanent telescope, you can see the seal preserve, where animals can be spotted from February through April on the beach or near the shoreline. A half mile south of Miramonte Point Road, look for the yellow gate. No dogs.




  [image: chpt_fig_029.png]




  Coastside Trail (all ages)




  From the coastal/west end of Poplar Avenue, 4.2 miles south of Pillar Point; (650) 726-8297.




  This flat, easy, 7-mile paved biking and walking trail along the coastline, with access to several beaches, is beautiful! There is a parking lot, picnic area, and a bridge to the southern coastal trail here. A horse trail parallels the Coastside Trail from Roosevelt Beach to Francis Beach.
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  Fitzgerald Marine Reserve (all ages)




  California Avenue off Highway 1, about 10 minutes north of Half Moon Bay, in Moss Beach; (650) 728-3584.




  A 0.5-mile easy trail loops through the tangled garden of an old estate, a spooky forest of Monterey cypress, and along a bluff above some of the richest tide pools on the Pacific Coast. At low tide a kaleidoscope of sponges, sea anemones, starfish, crabs, mollusks, and fish emerge. A California sea lion may be watching you, and you can see gray whales offshore December through April.




  

    Top Shops in Half Moon Bay




    • Quail Run. 412 Main St.; (650) 726-0312. A nature-oriented emporium with elaborate bird mansions for the feathered few and butterfly gardens for kids.




    • Harbor Seal Company. 406 Main St.; (650) 726-7418. This marine and wild-life shop sells sea- and birdlife toys, puzzles, soft animals, educational toys, books, and games.




    • Paper Crane. 315 Main St.; (650) 726-0722. In the Tin Palace, among myriad gifts and cards are baby blankets, musical stuffed animals, and tchotchkes (small toys/knickknacks) for little kids.




    • Half Moon Bay Feed and Fuel. 331 Main St.; (650) 726-4814. A warehouse sort of space chock-full of everything for hamsters to horses. Western- and farm-themed gifts, toys, clothing and more for cowboys and cowgirls.




    • Half Moon Bay Salt Water Taffy. 270 Capistrano Rd. at Harbor Village; (650) 200-8526. Two dozen flavors of handmade taffy and other old-fashioned barrel candy, plus wooden toys and handcrafted pine furniture.




    • Surf Factory. 270 Capistrano Rd. at Harbor Village; (650) 726-1476. Cool, casual clothes for the family, from Maui Jim to Billabong and UGG boots, plus sunglasses, shoes, surf stuff and more. The main store, Half Moon Bay Board Shop at 3032 North Cabrillo Hwy., has board rentals, repairs, and a huge array of surf gear.




    • Cunha’s. 448 Main St.; (650) 726-4071. A country store out of the Old West, with wooden floors, cowboy boots, hardware, and hardtack. After browsing the scrumptious gourmet picnic foods, look for the nice picnic table area on the corner across from the store.


  




  With a special fishing license, try your hand at rock fishing. For the best tide pooling, call ahead to find out when the low tides are expected. Docent tours are available. Restrooms, picnic tables, interpretive center.
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  Mavericks Surf Competition (all ages)




  Pillar Point Harbor, Half Moon Bay; (415) 462-6200; www.maverickssurf.com.




  Your crazy-about-surfing kid already knows about Mavericks Surf Competition, the world-famous annual surfing contest that takes place a half mile off the coast near Pillar Point Harbor. Alerted with just 24-hours notice, elite surfers flock to Half Moon Bay sometime between November 1 and March 31 (depending on wave patterns) to compete for a $150,000 prize purse. To catch the action up close, book a spot on one of the boat tours, or watch it on a big screen at AT&T Park in San Francisco. Watch it live on the website; check on the site about viewing from the shoreline, which may change in condition and location from year to year, due to huge crowds.
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  Half Moon Bay Nursery (all ages)




  11691 San Mateo Rd., 3 miles east of Half Moon Bay off Highway 92; (650) 726-5392.




  Keep a sharp eye out for the turn into the nursery. This is a rambling, gorgeous kingdom of blooming plants for the home and garden, from orchids and ferns to thousands of geraniums, herbs, azaleas, camellias, climbing vines, hanging baskets, and seasonal bulbs—a veritable flower show. In the wintertime it’s cozy in the main greenhouse by the woodstove.




  Just west, across the highway, Lemos Pumpkin Patch is popular with little kids, offering weekend pony rides and a play area.




  Where to Eat




  Barbara’s Fish Trap. 281 Capistrano Rd. at Pillar Point Harbor; (650) 728-7366. A fun, noisy, casual place full of families, overlooking the harbor. Oilcloth-covered tables and a covered patio with outdoor heaters. Try the daily fresh fish specials; chowder, burgers, thick-cut fries. Cash only. $–$$




  Cafe Classique. 107 Sevilla Ave., Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-9775. At the north end of town near Pillar Point, a casual place that’s been here forever, serving giant omelets, sourdough French toast, and hotcakes for breakfast; steak hoagies and other unique sandwiches for lunch; and homemade soup and desserts. Children’s portions available. Open from 4 a.m. $




  Cameron’s Pub. 1410 South Cabrillo Hwy., Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-5705; www.cameronsinn.com. Just south of town, watch for the red phone booth and the double-decker buses, just like in London. One of the buses serves as a game room for kids and there are arts, games, and volleyball out back of this pub and restaurant. From the warm welcome and hearty pub food to the handcrafted boat/dining booth made from Chinese relics, this funky British outpost is like no other. On the menu are fish-and-chips, bangers and mash, chili, steak, clam chowder, pizza, and more comfort food, with European brews on tap. With small kids, you may wish to avoid weekend evenings: open mic night on Thurs, Coyote Night on Fri, and karaoke on Sat night. $–$$




  Half Moon Bay Coffee Company. 20A Stone Pine Rd. at the north end of Main Street, Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-3664. A casual place busy with locals and tourists digging into homemade pies and pastries, pancakes, burgers, sandwiches, and simple, hearty entrees. Breakfast, lunch, dinner. $




  Ketch Joanne. Pillar Point Harbor, Princeton; (650) 728-3747; www.ketchjoannerestaurant.com. Big breakfasts, clam chowder, and fresh seafood in a booth by the potbelly stove. It’s like a ship inside, with hatch covers, old photos, and paintings of sea creatures—and seagoing mateys at the bar. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. $–$$




  Main Street Grill. 547 Main at Miramontes, Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-5300; www.mainstgrillhmb.com. Cajun sausage, homemade waffles and muffins, grilled sandwiches, thick shakes, microbrewed beer, and a jukebox. Breakfast and lunch. $




  Miramar Beach Restaurant. 131 Mirada Rd., Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-9053. Formerly a circa-1918 Prohibition roadhouse, this joint jumps on the weekends with live music. Kids like watching the surfers off Miramar Beach. Fresh seafood and steaks, and a kid’s menu. Lunch, dinner, and weekend brunch. $$–$$$




  Where to Stay




  Half Moon Bay Lodge. 2400 South Cabrillo Hwy. (Highway 1), south end of Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-9000 or (800) 368-2468; www.halfmoonbaylodge.com. Eighty spacious rooms with small patios or balconies overlooking gardens; some fireplaces; refrigerators, microwaves on request. Large swimming pool, enclosed oversize spa in a glass house, fitness center, sauna, complimentary continental breakfast, child care. Ask about the Family Picnic package that includes a beach blanket, beach toys, a kite, and gourmet treats. Less than 5 minutes from here starts a coastal walking trail. $$$




  Harbor View Inn. 51 Avenue Alhambra, El Granada; (650) 726-2329; www.harborviewinn.net. A Cape Cod–style motel near Pillar Point Harbor; large rooms with 2 queen beds, bay windows; cribs available. Walking distance to beaches, harbor, restaurants, walking trails. $$




  Oceano Hotel and Spa. 280 Capistrano Rd., Half Moon Bay; (888) 623-2661; www.oceanohalfmoonbay.com. Brand new upscale hotel located in a shopping mall on the harbor has spacious king and double rooms, and extended-stay villas with loft bedrooms, kitchens and living/dining areas, and fireplaces. Luxurious throughout, right on the water, with fitness venue, day spa, restaurant and bar, in-room dining. $$$$




  For More Information




  Half Moon Bay Coastside Chamber of Commerce. 520 Kelly Ave., Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-8380; www.halfmoonbaychamber.org.
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  Pescadero




  South of Half Moon Bay along Highway 1 are a string of beautiful beaches, several wildlife preserves, and two tiny historic towns. The town of Pescadero is a block or so of clapboard buildings and steepled churches, circa 1850. Peek into a few antiques boutiques and stop at Arcangeli Grocery, where the irresistible aroma of warm artichoke and garlic-cheese bread wafts out the door; some of the 24 kinds of bread are “half-baked,” to take home, stow in the freezer, and bake later (650-879-0147). You’ll find picnic supplies and locally produced gourmet items here, too, to take or to ship.




  Just south of Pescadero near Año Nuevo State Reserve, the circa-1870, 10-stories-tall Pigeon Point Lighthouse is open for tours on weekends (650-879-2120). The Pigeon Point Hostel has inexpensive private and shared rooms, and marvelous views (www.norcalhostels.org).
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  Pescadero State Beach (all ages)




  Fifteen miles south of Half Moon Bay, on Highway 1; (650) 879-0227.




  Two miles of sheltered beach, with tide pools, huge dunes, and trails. The sea lions and the seagulls like it here, as do the fishermen who catch steelhead and salmon at spawning time in Pescadero Creek. Kids love investigating the big tide pools and sliding down the dunes. Restrooms, picnic tables, barbecues.




  Just across the highway, Pescadero Marsh is 600 acres of uplands and wetlands, an important stop on the Pacific Flyway and a must for avid birders or for anyone who likes to walk on nature trails. Fall and spring are the best times to see thousands of birds nesting and feeding. An underpass provides safe access to and from the beach; no pets.
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  Duarte’s Tavern (all ages)




  202 Stage Rd., Pescadero; (650) 879-0464. $$.




  Crowded on sunny weekends but worth the wait, for more than 50 years Duarte’s has been a family restaurant serving cioppino, seafood specialties with a Portuguese accent, artichoke soup, deep-fried calamari, and olallieberry pie. Local ranchers belly up to the Old West–style bar. Daily breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
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  Costanoa Coastal Lodge and Camp (all ages)




  2001 Rossi Rd., P.O. Box 842, Pescadero 94060; (650) 879-1100; www.costanoa.com. $–$$$$.




  A new idea in upscale camping—luxury wood cabins, tent cabins, and lodge rooms; some sleep 3 or more. All 40 lodge rooms have 2 double beds, refrigerator, Bose stereo, coffee-maker, and patio or deck, and some have fireplaces; includes breakfast. Tent bungalows and cabins have nice amenities like down comforters and skylights; they share “comfort stations” that include restrooms, indoor hot showers, heated concrete floors, a dry sauna, and outdoor fireplaces. RV and tent sites include breakfast, too. You can sign up for guided hikes, horseback riding, and bike rides (rentals available); take a yoga class; or go kayaking. Shop the well-stocked general store for gourmet and deli foods to take out or enjoy at picnic tables. Walk to Gazos Creek Beach, a sheltered curve of sand with shallow tide pools. During the summer, the Kids Camp for ages 5 to 12 offers supervised games, nature walks, tide pooling, storytelling, and crafts for $35 per child per day.
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  Phipps Country Store and Farm (all ages)




  2700 Pescadero Rd., off Highway 1, 0.5 mile east of town; (650) 879-0787; www.phippscountry.com. Free admission Oct through Mar; otherwise $.




  A combination produce market, farm, plant nursery, and menagerie of exotic birds and farm animals, just made for kids. Among the cacophony of sounds are parrots’ squawks, green and orange canaries’ songs, and peacocks’ trumpetings. There are fancy chickens, big fat pigs, a variety of bunnies, and antique farm equipment. You can pick your own strawberries, raspberries, and olallieberries, and eat them at a picnic table in the middle of a flower-filled greenhouse. Restrooms are available.
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  Año Nuevo State Reserve (all ages)




  Highway 1 at New year’s Creek Road, Pescadero; (650) 879-2025 or (800) 444-4445; www.anonuevo.org. Parking $; admission $; kids 3 and under are free.




  On 1,200 acres of dunes and beaches, the largest groups of elephant seals in the world come to breed from December through April. A moderately strenuous, 3-mile round-trip walk through grassy dunes brings you to an unforgettable sight: dozens of 2-ton animals lounging, arguing, mating, cavorting in the sea, and wiggling around on the beach. As many as 2,500 seals spend their honeymoons here, and there’s lots of other wildlife to see, too. During the mating season it is necessary to reserve spaces in 3-hour, guided interpretive tours (800-444-7275). At other times you can wander around on your own; smaller herds remain all year. The boardwalk enables wheelchair access. Affording great views of the coastline, the 1.5-mile Whitehouse Ridge Trail connects Año Nuevo with Big Basin State Park.
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  Purisima Creek Redwoods Open Space Preserve (all ages)




  Off Highway 1, 4.5 miles south of Half Moon Bay, west on Higgins-Purisma Road.




  A beautiful path winds up Whittemore Gulch through redwoods along lovely fern grottos for a mile, then climbs out of the canyon into open foothills; take a short ramble or hike the whole way, 2.2 miles to Skyline Boulevard on the ridge.




  Santa Cruz




  The summer resort town of Santa Cruz is known for a 20-mile string of wide, sandy, warm-water beaches and an old-fashioned waterfront boardwalk with rides and concessions. Here at the top end of Monterey Bay, the climate is mild, and surf’s up every month of the year.




  The town is composed of hundreds of fanciful Victorian homes. The main street, Pacific Avenue—called the Pacific Garden Mall—is a pleasantly tree-shaded boulevard with outdoor cafes and dozens of shops. Musical performances and festivals take place on Pacific all summer long. In this artists’ town, notice the many sidewalk sculptures, and watch for building-size murals on side streets.




  From the Santa Cruz waterfront to Natural Bridges, a road winds above the ocean for several miles. Popular for walking and jogging, the West Cliff section runs north from Lighthouse Point.




  In the Santa Cruz Mountains are ancient redwood groves, sunny riverbanks, quiet little resort towns, and a rollicking steam train.




  Virtually every resident of Santa Cruz County lives within walking distance of a state park or beach. A water shuttle provides seagoing transport between Santa Cruz Harbor, Santa Cruz Wharf, and Capitola Wharf. A bus shuttle also runs to Big Basin State Park on weekends. You can stay overnight, hike back down on the 10-mile trail, or just shuttle back at the end of the day.
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  Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk (all ages)




  400 Beach St., Santa Cruz; (831) 426-7433; www.beachboardwalk.com. Free admission; individual rides $; day pass $$$$.
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  The only beachside amusement park on the West Coast. The classic 1911 carousel and the Giant Dipper roller coaster are National Historic Landmarks. You’ll need a whole afternoon for more than three dozen rides, an old-time arcade, shops, and restaurants. At Neptune’s Kingdom, the indoor mini-golf course, volcanoes erupt, pirates threaten, and cannons fire. If you hear screaming, it’s probably coming from the Hurricane and the Astro Canyon Virtual Coaster. Video arcade, pool tables, air hockey, laser tag, virtual reality, shooting gallery, and bowling are other attractions. The Fright Walk is for ages 13 and older. Get ready for the Cave Train, a spooky prehistoric journey; the Pepsi Convoy; Tornado thrill ride; the Sea Serpent family roller coaster; and Space Race bumper cars. The new Haunted Castle ride under the board-walk is a scary one, where you glide through dimly lit rooms filled with spooky special effects.




  Crowds gather all summer for Friday Night Bands shows; check the website for other free shows, such as the Chinese Acrobats.




  Across from the boardwalk is the Santa Cruz Wharf, lined with seafood restaurants and souvenir stores, fishermen, crabbers, and sea views galore. Look for Marini’s Candies, the place for fresh saltwater taffy, caramel corn, candy apples, and handmade chocolates and fudge since 1915 (866-MARINIS; www.mariniscandies.com).




  The Fun Spot skateboarding park is nearby at the corner of Washington and Beach, with more than a dozen obstacles for intermediate to advanced skaters, including a halfpipe, quarterpipes, and steel rails. Beginners can try the 3-foot halfpipe.
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  Surfin’ Safari (all ages)




  Surfers have been riding the waves in Santa Cruz since the early 1920s. Surfers and surf-kayakers from around the world congregate here for annual contests on the consistently big waves, and it’s still one of the best places in the world to learn to surf—Monterey Bay provides a variety of facing beaches and types of breaks. The main beach at the board-walk, Cowell, is best for beginners, with a sheltered point break, long gentle waves, and a sandy bottom. The other top surfing beaches are Pleasure Point in Capitola and Steamers Lane, just north of the boardwalk; north a few miles, surfers also flock to Natural Bridges State Beach.




  On Cowell Beach, Club Ed Surf School is the place for lessons and rentals of surf- and sailboards, kayaks, and more beach stuff (831-464-0177; www.club-ed.com). The other long-established, top-rated headquarters for lessons and surf camp is Richard Schmidt Surf School (831-423-0928; www.richardschmidt.com).




  Above Steamers Lane in the Mark Abbott Memorial Lighthouse on West Cliff Drive, it’s free to cruise through a hundred years of surfing history at the Surfing Museum; look for the Shark Attack surfboard.
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  Bookshop Santa Cruz (all ages)




  Pacific and Front Streets, Santa Cruz; (831) 423-0900; www.bookshopsantacruz.com.




  One of the largest bookstores in Northern California, a gathering place for locals and visitors. Throughout the store are benches, stools, and armchairs, cozy spots to peruse the books and the huge variety of domestic and international magazines and newspapers. The children’s books-and-toys department is comfortable.
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  Pacific Edge Climbing Gym (ages 6 and up)




  104 Bronson St., Santa Cruz; (831) 454-9254; www.pacificedgeclimbinggym.com. Day pass: adults $$$; kids 11 and under $.




  At one of the largest indoor climbing gyms in the world, you can take an introductory class with 2 hours of instruction, equipment, and a pass for the day for about $30, with discounts for more than one climber; kids can take an introductory class for about $15, and there are free clinics.
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  Forest of Nisene Marks State Park (all ages)




  Aptos Creek Road, Aptos; (831) 763-7064. Day-use fee $$.




  A cool, green place to take a walk in the highlands inland of Santa Cruz. This densely forested, 10,000-acre wilderness on Aptos Creek is popular with runners, bikers, horseback riders, hikers, and picnickers. In elevations from 100 to 2,600 feet, unpaved roads and trails lead to a wide variety of mixed evergreen woods and creekside willows and ferns. Walk-in camping is permitted, as is horseback riding.
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  Capitola-by-the-Sea (all ages)




  Three miles south of Santa Cruz, off Highway 1; (831) 475-6522; www.capitolachamber.com.




  Located on the edge of a small, protected beach where Soquel Creek enters the sea, Capitola is a few short blocks of boutiques, art galleries, and beachwear shops—a quaint art colony that has welcomed vacationers since 1861.




  Restaurants with outdoor patios are lined up on the waterfront. The shops and galleries are touristy but fun. Check out the charming Capitola Museum in a little red house (831-464-0322), rent a kayak for a paddle around the quiet cove (831-462-2208), amble along the river trail, and take a blufftop walk at sunset on Grand Avenue.
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  Natural Bridges State Beach (all ages)




  A few minutes north of Santa Cruz, 2531 West Cliff Dr.; (831) 425-4609. $$ to park.




  Named for dramatic sandstone arches, this beautiful beach has tide pools rich with sea life. Guided tide pool tours are available. A short boardwalk from the beach parking lot leads through a eucalyptus forest to the California Monarch Butterfly Preserve. Depending on the time of year—early October through March is best—you’ll see hundreds of thousands of butterflies hanging in the trees and moving about in great golden clouds. A 0.75-mile self-guided nature walk begins at the Monarch Trail and heads for Secret Lagoon, where blue herons, mallard ducks, and more freshwater and seagoing birds live.




  

    Santa Cruz Beaches




    • Cowell Beach. Beach Street, Santa Cruz; (831) 429-3747. The main Santa Cruz beach at the boardwalk and the pier. A popular piece of sand for sunning, swimming, volleyball, and free concerts. A special beach-going wheelchair is available from the lifeguard. Restrooms.




    • Santa Cruz Yacht Harbor and Beach. End of 5th Avenue and East Cliff Drive, Santa Cruz; (831) 475-6161. Kayak and sail, sunbathe, and watch more than 1,200 boats go in and out of the harbor. RV parking, restrooms, restaurants, shops. Free water taxi.




    • Twin Lakes State Beach. Below East Cliff Drive at 7th Avenue, Santa Cruz; (831) 429-2850. Where the windsurfers go. There are fire rings here, outdoor showers, restrooms, and a wild bird sanctuary at Schwan Lagoon and Schwan Lake. You can kayak and canoe on the lake.




    • Seacliff State Beach. State Park Drive off Highway 1, Aptos; (831) 685-6444. Two miles of shoreline backed by steep sandstone cliffs. A 500-foot wooden pier and the wreck of a concrete ship are roosting spots for birds, and you can fish off the pier. There are a campground and a small visitor center where you can sign up for walking tours to see the fossilized remains of multimillion-year-old sea creatures lodged in the cliffs’ sides. On the inland edge of the beach is a paved pathway frequented by joggers, parents with strollers, and skateboarders.




    • Rio Del Mar Beach. Just south of Capitola at Aptos; (831) 688-3241. A wide stretch of sand with a jetty and lifeguards. Shopping and restaurants are within walking distance.
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  Seymour Marine Discovery Center at Long Marine Laboratory (all ages)




  100 Shaffer Rd., Santa Cruz, near Natural Bridges; (831) 459-3800; www2.ucsc.edu/seymourcenter. $$; kids 3 and under free.




  This University of Santa Cruz research facility, open to the public, features an aquarium, an 87-foot blue whale skeleton, and touch tanks where kids can pick up sea animals. A new shark and ray pool gives visitors a chance to see these mysterious creatures up close and feel the “dermal teeth” that give shark skin its sandpaper texture. Three times a day docents take you behind the scenes where scientists do research.
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  Wilder Ranch State Park (all ages)




  1401 Coast Rd., 2 miles north of Santa Cruz; (831) 423-9703 or (831) 426-0505; www.parks.ca.gov. Parking $$.




  A 6,000-acre dairy ranch since the 1800s is now a leafy, meadowy park with beaches and wetlands. Picnic in the apple orchard; see historic displays in the Victorian home and take a guided walk on weekends; or hike, horseback ride, or bike on your own on 34 miles of well-marked trails. Bluffs Ride is a wide, easy 4-mile (one-way) trail leading to several beaches.
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  Davenport (all ages)




  About 9 miles north up the coast from Santa Cruz on Highway 1.




  The hamlet of Davenport makes a nice half-day trip from Santa Cruz. On the bluff, the Davenport Overlook is a perfect vantage point from which to see California gray whales on their annual trips to and from Mexico. The beach here is less crowded than others and a favorite of windsurfers. On the highway, the New Davenport Cash Store and Restaurant is definitely worth the drive for grilled chicken sandwiches, homemade soup, omelets with homemade chorizo, and big killer brownies in a wood-floored, sunny cafe; it’s popular for weekend breakfasts. The gift shop sells guidebooks, masses of jewelry, and a surprising array of African trinkets and crafts.




  Nine miles north, at Waddell State Beach, kids love to explore the tide pools and watch the kitesurfers––it’s the newest rage—windsurfing with a kite to lift the rider as high as 60 feet off the water.
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  Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park (all ages)




  101 North Big Trees Park Rd., Felton; (831) 438-2396 or (800) 444-7275; www.parks.ca.gov. $.




  A rare opportunity to see first-growth redwoods in 1,800 acres of stream canyons, meadows, forests, and chaparral-covered ridges along the meandering San Lorenzo River and Eagle Creek. An observation deck overlooks the Monterey/Santa Cruz coastlines and the mountains. A lovely shaded picnic grove on the river has barbecues and water. Among 20 miles of trails is the short, easy Redwood Grove Nature Trail to the Big Trees Grove. The redwood-dotted campground in the park contains more than 100 tent and RV sites, for vehicles up to 24 feet, with no hookups (831-438-2396).




  Nearby is a photo op at the Felton Covered Bridge. Built in 1892, this is the tallest bridge of its kind in the country and one of the few left in the state.
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  Big Basin Redwoods State Park (all ages)




  From Boulder Creek on Highway 9, go 9 miles west on Highway 236 to the park entrance; (831) 338-8861 or (800) 444-7275; www.bigbasin.org, www.parks.ca.gov. Store, snack bar, shop, restrooms. Camping in RV and tent sites, walk-in sites, tent cabins, hike and bike sites. $ fee per vehicle.




  California’s first state park comprises 18,000 acres of 1,000-year-old redwood groves, fern canyons, waterfalls, and 80 miles of trails: a lush, green world for hiking, camping, picnicking, horseback riding, and mountain biking. The Sea Trail drops 11 miles from high mountain ridges through dense woodlands, past waterfalls and astonishing sea and mountain views all the way down to Waddell State Beach.




  

    Family Hosteling




    Golden Gate Council Hosteling International: www.norcalhostels.org. For a brochure describing all Northern California hostels, call (415) 863-1444. Hostels are not just for the young and footloose anymore. Many American hostels have private rooms and cabins for families and small groups. The advantages are cost (as low as $10 per person; a few dollars higher in big cities), location (nearby natural and cultural attractions that families want to see and explore), and the chance to meet travelers from all over the world.




    You cook your own meals in a fully equipped common kitchen and socialize with other hostelers in a common living room. Clean beds are provided (bring your own linens/sleeping bags), as are laundry facilities and common bathrooms with showers. Some hostels ask you to do brief chores. On the coast of California are several hostels that are perfect for vacationing families. They are popular, so reserve well in advance.




    • Pigeon Point Lighthouse Hostel. 210 Pigeon Point Rd. at Highway 1, Pescadero; (650) 879-0633. Four family houses, each with a fully equipped kitchen, clustered around one of the tallest lighthouses in the United States. An incredible location on a dazzling stretch of coastline, near state parks, tide pools, beaches, redwood forests, and the famous Año Nuevo State Reserve, where hundreds of elephant seals are a sight to behold.




    • Point Montara Lighthouse Hostel. 25 miles south of San Francisco on Highway 1, P.O. Box 737, Montara 94037; (650) 728-7177. The 1875 Point Montara Fog Signal and Light Station became a hostel in 1980. Shared and private family rooms; fireplace in the community room; Wi-Fi; laundry; espresso bar; great location near beaches, boat harbors, and Half Moon Bay.




    • Hidden Villa Ranch Hostel. 45 miles south of San Francisco and 15 miles north of San Jose, 26870 Moody Rd., Los Altos Hills; (408) 949-8648. On a 1,600-acre ranch in the foothills of the Santa Cruz Mountains, the first hostel in California, established in 1937. Rustic, heated cabins, plus a fireplace and piano in the common room. This is a working farm with organic gardens. Nearby are hiking trails and parks.




    • Santa Cruz Hostel. P.O. Box 1241, Santa Cruz 95060; (831) 423-8304. Newly renovated cottages close to downtown and the beach.


  




  The easiest and most popular trail, the Redwood Nature Trail opposite the headquarters, is a 0.6-mile loop tour of redwoods and Opal Creek. You’ll see the Chimney Tree, the Mother of the Forest—329 feet tall—and the Father of the Forest, a really, really big-around redwood.
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  Roaring Camp and Big Trees Railroad (all ages)




  Just south of Felton on Graham Hill Road, near Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park in the Santa Cruz Mountains; (831) 335-4400; www.roaringcamp.com. Ages 3 and up $$$; kids under 3 free.




  Tops on kids’ favorite places in the Santa Cruz Mountains, this is a re-creation of an 1880s logging town, complete with a covered bridge, a general store, and a wonderful narrow-gauge steam train to ride up through forests of giant redwoods to the summit of Bear Mountain on the steepest railroad grade in North America. A second route runs along the San Lorenzo River down to Santa Cruz beaches. A chuckwagon barbecue serves charcoal-broiled steak and chicken burgers in a forest glade, or you can have your own picnic on the mountain.




  New are two ziplines: one for older kids, with tree-to-tree lines at heights nearing 150 feet, and a less scary one, over elevated footbridges and platforms, perfect for introducing little ones to ziplining.




  Among annual events, 10,000 eggs are hidden at the Eggstraordinary Egg Hunt, and Civil War battles and camp life are reenacted at the largest encampment in the United States. The Jumpin’ Frog Jamboree happens in July, and a Harvest Fair in October, with 1880s crafts, scarecrow contest, pumpkin carving, and free pumpkins. Sunday melodramas are free.
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  Quail Hollow Ranch (all ages)




  800 Quail Hollow Rd., off Graham Hill Road, Ben Lomond; (831) 454-7900.




  This meadowy former ranch has a historic house, a pond, a shady picnic area, and 5 or 6 miles of hiking trails. Take an easy, flat footpath, or trek up the 2.8-mile round-trip Sunset Trail to big views of the valley and explore the dwarf redwood forest.




  Where to Eat




  Crow’s Nest. 2218 East Cliff Dr. at the Santa Cruz Harbor; (831) 476-4560; www.crowsnest-santacruz.com. A casual, multilevel restaurant overlooking the busy harbor, with a heated, glassed-in deck. The food is not gourmet, but it’s good, with plenty of fresh seafood and good choices for children. $–$$




  Gayle’s Bakery and Rosticceria. 504 Bay Ave., on the corner of Bay and Capitola Avenues, Capitola; (831) 462-1200. Besides pies, cheesecake, and pastries, Gayle’s is famous for breakfast and homemade pasta, pizza, and spit-roasted meats. They will pack you a picnic lunch. A new covered patio is warm and bright with a fireplace and mosaic artwork. $–$$




  Gilbert’s Fire Fish Grill. 25 Municipal Wharf, Santa Cruz; (831) 423-5200. Newly renovated, new menu, new name, long-time family-owned restaurant on the wharf with panoramic bay views. Yummy bread-bowl clam chowder, sandwiches, salads, mesquite-grilled, fresh local fish; house-made dressings and sauces. Kids loves their own menu: burgers, grilled cheese, chicken nuggets, plain buttered noodles. Try the salmon burgers, and don’t miss Exotic Bomba, a dessert extravaganza of mango, raspberry, and passion fruit sorbet in a white-chocolate blanket. Wine tasting and gift shop here, too. For quicky meals, stop in next door at Gilbert’s serve-yourself outdoor venue, Woodies Cafe. $$–$$$




  Kelly’s French Bakery. 402 Ingalls St. in the courtyard, just off West Cliff Drive, Santa Cruz; (831) 423-9050. Breakfast, lunch, and early dinner in a casual environment; order at the counter, sit under an umbrella. Luscious pastries; soups, sandwiches, comfort food like chicken potpie. While the kids hang out in the gardens, parents cruise in and out of upscale shops, and indulge in wine and beer tasting here in the Swift Street Courtyard. $




  Sea Food Mama’s. 820 Bay Ave. at the Crossroads Center, Capitola; (831) 476-5976. The menu is printed every day with a huge variety of what’s fresh in seafood. This is a casual, fun place with a jukebox. $–$$




  Tony and Alba’s Pizza and Italian Food. 817 Soquel Ave., Santa Cruz; (831) 425-8669. A favorite family place for wonderful brick-oven pizza. Also located in Capitola and Scotts Valley. $




  Train Place Deli. 1820 41st Ave., Capitola; (831) 475-0150. On hundreds of feet of track, G-gauge toy trains trundle around the dining room and right by your table, while families dig into big, homemade sandwiches, soups, and cookies, and more than a dozen varieties of subs from Italian meatball to chili dog. $–$$




  Walnut Avenue Café. 106 Walnut Ave., Santa Cruz; (831) 457-2307. At a table or a booth, at the counter, or outdoors at this old-fashioned coffee shop, breakfast all day: Mighty Mouse pancakes, French toast, tofu or egg scrambles, traditional and exotic choices; plain and fancy sandwiches for lunch. Portions are huge. Try to get here off-peak hours, as it can be super busy; open until 4 p.m. $–$$




  Wharf House. 1400 Wharf Rd. at the end of the Capitola Wharf, Capitola; (831) 476-3534; www.wharfhouse.com. With bay and beach views; breakfast; burgers, sandwiches, clam chowder, and fish-and-chips for lunch; dinner; and weekend jazz brunch. Rooftop deck is open in the summertime. Ask about the family discount. $–$$




  Zachary’s. 849 Pacific Ave., Santa Cruz; (831) 427-0646. Voted Best Breakfast in Santa Cruz; sourdough pancakes, scones, corn bread, and much more. Breakfast, lunch, brunch. $–$$




  Where to Stay




  Dream Inn. 175 West Cliff Dr., Santa Cruz; (831) 426-4330; www.jdvhotels.com. Right above Cowell Beach and the wharf, 165 four-star rated, retro-chic, boutique-style rooms with private, oceanfront balconies or patios, all recently renovated. Ocean-view swimming and wading pools; Wi-Fi, flat-screen TVs, and refrigerators. Suites with sofa beds and soaking tubs; some rooms with 2 queens. $$$$




  Fern River Resort Motel. Near Roaring Camp, 5250 Hwy. 9, Felton; (408) 335-4412; www.fernriver.com. A nice, small, rustic resort with little red housekeeping cabins, some fireplaces, a private sandy river beach, and 4 acres of lawns, trees, and fern gardens. Fireplaces, kitchenettes; no pets. $–$$$




  Sea & Sand Inn. 201 West Cliff Dr.; (831) 427 3400; www.santacruzmotels.com/sea_and_sand. Fresh from a complete renovation, 22 motel rooms with ocean views, within walking distance of the boardwalk and the beach. Spacious family suite and studio have sitting area, minifridge, microwave, dishes, fireplace, 4-person hot tub. Free continental breakfast, Wi-Fi, flat-screen TVs. $$$–$$$$




  Seascape Resort. 1 Seascape Resort Dr., off San Andreas, Aptos, 9 miles south of Santa Cruz; (831) 688-6800 or (800) 929-7727; www.seascaperesort.com. Right at the beach, spacious, nautical-theme condos and villas for up to 8 people, with ocean views, fireplaces, fully equipped kitchens, and small private balconies or patios. On-site are 3 ocean-view swimming pools, tennis courts, an excellent 18-hole golf course, a full-service spa, a fitness center, and shopping nearby. The beach stretches for miles in both directions.




  Kid’s Club in the summer offers supervised activities for children ages 5 to 10—everything from water balloon tosses to nature hikes, tennis, sand castles, pizza parties, and swimming; evenings are fun with videos and cookies and milk. Guests with children ages 5 and under get a free safety pack with electrical outlet plugs, night-lights, and tub faucet covers.




  The sleek, Italian-contemporary restaurant is pricey and a little formal for families; lunch on the terrace is doable, with outdoor heaters and sea views. The nearby shopping center has cafes and a grocery.




  A unique amenity at Seascape is “Fires-to-Go”: A bellhop arrives with firewood and snacks for a beach bonfire and drives your family to the private beach, where he or she builds and lights the fire! $$$–$$$$




  Tyrolean Inn and Cottages. 9600 Hwy. 9, Ben Lomond; (831) 336-5188. Seven simple cottages within walking distance to town and the river; fireplaces, kitchenettes; no pets. German/American restaurant on-site. $–$$




  Villa Vista. 2-2800 East Cliff Dr., 10 minutes from downtown Santa Cruz; (408) 866-2626; www.villavista.com. Two perfectly wonderful condo units; each contains 3 master bedrooms with baths, gourmet kitchen, sea-view patio, home entertainment center, laundry facilities. Great for several couples or a large family. $$$$




  For More Information




  Santa Cruz Visitors Bureau. 1211 Ocean St., Santa Cruz; (831) 425-1234 or (800) 833-3494; www.santacruzca.org. Stop in at the Kids’ Korner for free coloring books and sunglasses and at the computer for information on top kids’ attractions.




  Monterey




  A Portuguese navigator sailed into Monterey Bay in the mid-1500s, and the Spanish landed there in 1602, beginning a 200-year occupation. A rich architectural heritage remains today. Gnarled old olive trees and courtyard gardens surround graceful tile-roofed adobes and haciendas built by the early conquistadors—the town looks like old Spain. A “Path of History” wanders between historic buildings and museums.




  You’re likely to spend much of your time on Monterey’s waterfront on the edge of the miraculous Monterey Bay, on Fisherman’s Wharf, at Cannery Row, and on the seaside walking trail. Seals, sea lions, and otters provide free entertainment offshore.




  Most sights and amusements are within walking distance of downtown. Get a self-guided-tour map and ask for the brochure 25 Fun Things To Do with Kids in Monterey County at the visitors bureau at 380 Alvarado St. (831-649-1770) and hop on and off the “WAVE” shuttle bus.




  The annual Whalefest in January on Fisherman’s Wharf is a multifaceted event that families love. Attractions include mural painting, whale-watch cruises, free entertainment, and special exhibits and tours.




  On Tuesday in the late afternoons and early evenings all year, the Old Monterey Market Place downtown features nearly 150 vendors of prepared foods and produce, arts, crafts, and lots of music and free fun.
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  Monterey State Historic Park “Path of History” (all ages)




  A district roughly from Fisherman’s Wharf south to Pacific and Madison and east to Camino El Estero; (831) 649-7118; www.parks.ca.gov. Tickets for all 40 path of History buildings: adults $$; youth and children $; available at all historic buildings open to the public.




  In the oldest part of the city, historic buildings and museums are close together in a pleasant, garden-y network of streets. Plan on a leisurely half-day’s exploration to do the complete 2-mile walk, with plenty of time for rest stops at little parks along the way.




  Children particularly enjoy the Colton Hall Museum at Madison and Pacific, a century-old school on a grassy knoll, with little wooden desks and photos of the pupils from days gone by. Behind the school and around this part of town are small adobes, some of the first homes built in California. Every April, you can take a narrated tour of more than 25 adobes and see courtyard gardens inhabited by docents in period costumes.




  The Cooper Store at Munras and Alvarado Streets sells antique toys, postcards, and souvenirs. Walk through the store to another museum and to gardens beneath a huge cypress tree.
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  Fisherman’s Wharf and Wharf #2 (all ages)




  Del Monte Avenue and Washington Street, Monterey; (831) 649-1770; www.montereywharf.com.




  Side by side stretching into Monterey Harbor, Wharf #2 is the home of the commercial fishing fleet and several seafood restaurants, while Fisherman’s Wharf is a breezy board-walk, delightfully weather-worn and smelling of salt spray and caramel corn, and crowded with cafes, souvenir shops, fish markets, galleries, and sightseeing and tour companies. From here you can rent kayaks, go whale-watching, and take a bike ride or a walk around the edge of the bay. One of the most fun things to do is to rent an overgrown bicycle, which is powered by two adults in back, with room for two little kids to ride in front.




  Across from the entrance to Fisherman’s Wharf, Custom House Plaza is the site of festivals and special events, terraced lawns, fountains, and bocce courts.
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  Monterey Peninsula Recreational Trail (all ages)




  The paved path from Cannery Row, past Fisherman’s Wharf, to Asilomar State Beach, is part of an 18-mile hiking, biking, and walking trail connecting the greenbelts and parks on the coast. Along the way are historic landmarks, drinking fountains, benches, picnic sites, restrooms, and bike racks. It’s fun to dodge brown pelicans and watch sea lions barking to get your attention. Binoculars are great to have for spying otters floating on their backs in the kelp beds offshore, knock-knocking on abalone shells; children are drawn to the friendly looking, inquisitive faces of the hairy little animals. Point Piños Lighthouse and Lovers’ Point playground are two stops to make. Pets must be leashed, and skateboards are allowed only in designated areas.
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  Adventures by the Sea (all ages)




  299 Cannery Row and other locations; (831) 372-1807; www.adventuresbythesea.com. $$–$$$$.




  Rent a 4-person surrey bike and cruise up and down the waterfront trail. You can also rent surfboards, Segways, regular bikes, and tandem kayaks (kids 5 and up; child-size life jackets provided) to paddle around the quiet parts of the bay to see otters, harbor seals, and kelp forests up close. Ask about tours that include instruction and marine life narration.
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  Cannery Row (all ages)




  A boulevard on the waterfront running from the American Tin Cannery and the Monterey Aquarium for several blocks south; www.canneryrow.com.
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  A major tourist hub on the shores of Monterey Bay, Cannery Row includes about 100 shops, plus oceanfront restaurants and amusement venues––somewhat of a tourist trap, yet a pleasant one, with lots of ocean vistas and pocket parks, and a small beach. Historic sites relating to the old days of sardine canneries and John Steinbeck’s classic novel Cannery Row can be found between the businesses. Have some fun at the Spirit of Monterey Wax Museum and Oceans Blacklight Mini-Golf. Rent a 4-wheeled surrey or bikes and baby joggers at Bay Bikes, build teddy bears and pet sea stars, paint pottery, bead a necklace, and take in an IMAX movie. Buy a colorful kite at Windborne Kites and make sand castles at San Carlos Beach Park; dig into shrimp cocktail at Bubba Gump Shrimp Company and a banana split at Ghirardelli Ice Cream and Chocolate Shop.
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  Peter Hay Golf Course (ages 10 and up)




  1700 17 Mile Dr., Pebble Beach; (831) 622-8723. $$$ (17 Mile Drive fee is refunded with purchase of one greens fee); ages 13 to 17 $; ages 12 and under free.




  This 9-hole, par 3, pitch-and-putt course across the street from the famed Pebble Beach Golf Links is a great place for kids and beginners to learn and practice; wide open fairways with no water hazards. Drinks, golf balls, and snacks are available; restrooms. No jeans or short shorts; collared shirts required.
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  Maritime Museum of Monterey (all ages)




  5 Custom House Plaza, Monterey; (831) 373-2469. $; kids under 12 free.




  Some 18,000 feet of exhibits focused on the Monterey Peninsula’s long seagoing history. Priceless marine artifacts include the 16-foot-tall, 10,000-pound lens that once operated atop the Point Sur Lighthouse. When everyone in the family is ready for a 20-minute rest, take in the historical film here—it’s free.
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  Kayaking Monterey Bay (ages 8 and up)




  Monterey Bay Kayaks (693 Del Monte Ave., Monterey; 831-373-KELP) or Sea Kayak Monterey Bay (32 Cannery Row and 645 Cannery Row, Monterey; 831-647-0147). They also have bicycle, in-line skate, and boat rentals.




  Join the otters and sea lions in their watery living room by paddling around the bay. It’s much easier than you might think. A child must be 4½ feet tall and weigh 80 pounds, and can share a double kayak with a parent.
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  Monterey Bay Aquarium (all ages)




  886 Cannery Row, Monterey; (831) 648-4888; www.montereybayaquarium.org. Adults, seniors, and youths $$$$; kids under 13 $$$; 3 and under are free. On weekends and holidays, arrive when the building opens at 10 a.m. (9:30 a.m. in summer); otherwise, you may stand in a long line. Advance tickets are strongly recommended; purchase online or by phone at (866) 963-9645.




  In a cross between an old sardine cannery and a contemporary architectural masterpiece, more than 7,000 sea creatures in 200-plus galleries and exhibits reside in giant kelp forests and rocky reefs. It’s been called the best aquarium for kids in the United States. You’ll see an amazing variety of creatures in the 90-foot-long Monterey Bay Habitat—leopard sharks, brightly colored nudibranchs, anemones, eels, otters, dolphins, sharks, and hundreds more species. The 3-story Kelp Forest is the world’s tallest aquarium exhibit. Playful sea otters and bat rays have their own glassed-in homes. An interactive exhibit, Mission to the Deep, features HD video of robots exploring the deep sea, and a hands-on experience where you can use high-tech tools to explore a whale skeleton, map undersea mountains, and discover alien life forms.




  When your feet wear out, sit down to watch live videos from an unmanned research submarine prowling Monterey Bay, as deep as 3,000 feet. From the aquarium’s decks overlooking the harbor, peer down and watch otters and seals peering up at you.




  Inside the building are an elegant restaurant (fresh seafood, pasta, appetizers, full bar service, and complimentary binoculars; reservations, 831-648-4870), an oyster bar, and a self-service cafe (pizza, pasta, Mexican food, clam chowder in a sourdough bowl, sandwiches, and salads), all with fabulous bay views.




  Exhibits include Sharks: Myth and Mystery, Ocean’s Edge: Coastal Habitats of Monterey Bay, a walk-through wave crash, larger venues for the giant octopuses, and added interactive experiences. Aquarium Adventures programs include overnight camp-ins, behind-the-scenes, and SCUBA, a basic version of scuba diving for kids. During the 3-hour Day Sail, passengers ages 10 and older are marine scientists on Monterey Bay, working alongside naturalists aboard the Derek M Baylis, a 65-foot sailboat designed for ocean research.




  TopTen Aquarium Zones for Kids




  

    1. Anchovies: Thousands of them swim overhead at the Outer Bay.


  




  

    2. Touch Pool: Feel a sea cucumber, crabs, and other sea creatures.


  




  

    3. Bat Ray Exhibit: Touch one of the sea’s strangest animals.


  




  

    4. Wave Crash: At the Shores exhibit, a (wet) surprise!


  




  

    5. Otter Mealtime: Watch hungry otters chow down at 10:30 a.m. or 1:30 or 3:30 p.m.


  




  

    6. Feed the Animals: At 11:30 a.m. or 4 p.m. at the Kelp Forest, see a diver feed the fish.


  




  

    7. Flippers, Flukes, and Fun: Try on seal fins, test your skills, and catch whale food.


  




  

    8. Bubble Windows: Get a fish’s-eye view at the Bay Habitats.


  




  

    9. Kelp Lab: Touch Kelp Forest creatures and view them under a microscope.


  




  

    10. Splash Zone: Dive into bright coral reefs; roam rocky shores; and visit eels, sharks, and penguins.


  




  The Outer Bay exhibit contains open ocean species such as a 10-foot-tall, 1.5-ton sun-fish, huge stingrays, green sea turtles as big as dining room tables, vast schools of yellow-fin tuna, and species of sharks too big for aquariums—until now.




  The Splash Zone family galleries have doubled in size; younger kids can stand inside a simulated penguin home, crawl into a coral tunnel and a kelp forest, touch sea creatures in new and larger touch pools, enjoy entertainment, and play in a supervised area. There is even a play area for babies and toddlers. The exhibit Secret Lives of Seashores continues through 2012. Allow at least 3 hours for the aquarium; it can be crowded and sometimes overwhelming for little kids, so take breathers on the outdoor terrace, where salty breezes and the passing scene of watercraft will revive the spirits of even the crabbiest toddler. Before you arrive, check the website for the schedule of activities throughout each day, such as feeding times and live programs––most are only 15 minutes long, making them perfect for brief rest stops.
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  Asilomar Conference Center (all ages)




  800 Asilomar Rd., Pacific Grove; (831) 642-4242; www.visitasilomar.com. $$$–$$$$.




  Unknown to most tourists, this secluded, rustic, historic resort hides in a pine and oak forest above beautiful Asilomar State Beach. Conference attendees sometimes fill up the place, but, when space is available, individuals and families rent rooms, cottages, and suites here at reasonable rates that include a bountiful, full breakfast buffet in a bright and pleasant, if noisy, dining room. Breakfasts, hearty lunches, and dinners are available both to guests and visitors, and they are a good deal, with discounts for kids; purchase meal tickets at the reception desk. There are 317 rooms clustered in small lodges that have a common living room and fireplace; blissfully, no TVs or phones, except in public areas. Sleeping 2 to 7 people, some rooms have private patios or balconies, and fireplaces.




  Bikes are available, and you can take off right from here for the 17 Mile Drive, the Monterey Bay Aquarium and Fisherman’s Wharf, and the 18-mile Monterey Peninsula Recreational Trail.




  There is a heated pool, volleyball, a game room with billiards and table tennis, a small general store, and easy accessibility to the wonderful tide pools and the wide, sandy beach, which is unsuitable for swimming or wading. Sixty acres of dunes are traversed by a 1-mile-long boardwalk, and a trail leads to wildflowery cliff tops and stunning sea views. There are also self-guided 2-hour walking audio tours, a fascinating rundown on architecture, history, wildlife, and ecology; the cost for the audio rental is $5, and well worth it.
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  Dennis the Menace Playground (ages 1 to 10)




  On Pearl Street next to the El Estero Ballpark, Monterey; (831) 646-3866.




  A unique park designed by Hank Ketcham, the cartoonist who created “Dennis,” with fantastic structures such as a steam locomotive, a giant swing ride, a roller slide, and a special play area for the handicapped. A skateboard park is located adjacent to the playground behind the ball field. Kids love powering their own paddleboats on Lake El Estero, and you can rent kayaks and canoes, too (831-374-1484).
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  Monterey Sports Center (all ages)




  301 East Franklin St., Monterey; (831) 646-3700; www.monterey.org/sportscenter. Adults $$; ages 6 to 17 $; ages 5 and under free.




  Open for day use at reasonable rates with 2 heated indoor pools, a 112-foot water slide, basketball, volleyball, table tennis, badminton, babysitting from 6 months old, towels and lockers, and a simple cafe. Call or check website for pool hours. This could save your family vacation when it’s raining outside.
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  Elkhorn Slough at Moss Landing (all ages)




  Off Highway 1, 25 miles south of Santa Cruz and 20 miles north of Monterey; (831) 633-2133. Walking trails $; visitor center, picnic area, weekend tours free.




  A nice day-trip destination to view wetlands wildlife, Elkhorn Slough is home to thousands of sea- and shorebirds and animals. You can walk on 4 miles of easy trails in the mudflats and salt marshes and visit the Moss Landing Marine Laboratory, which is operated by 9 California state universities (831-728-2822). A California record was set here for the most bird species seen in a day. You are likely to see herons, teal, plovers, golden eagles, terns, peregrine falcons, and dozens more wading and flying birds. Guided kayak and pontoon boat tours with natural history narration are the best ways to see wildlife. Try Slough Safari (831-633-5555), Venture Quest (831-427-2267), Kayak Connection (831-724-5692; www.kayakconnection.com), and Monterey Bay Kayaks (800-649-5357; www.montereybaykayaks.com). Boat tours are scheduled to take advantage of the tides, and the guides know where to find leopard sharks, bat rays, seals, otters, and other creatures.




  Here at Moss Landing is a block or so of old store buildings devoted to antiques and “junque” shops, where in July, a big antiques and flea market takes place. Have a seafood lunch at Phil’s Fish Market and Eatery or Mexican food at the Whole Enchilada.
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  The Farm (all ages)




  Fifteen miles east of Monterey on Highway 68, off the Spreckels Road exit; (831) 455-2575; www.thefarm-salinasvalley.com. Admission is free, tours $–$$; free for ages 2 and under.




  Showcasing the agricultural heartland of California, the Farm is a unique education center, demonstration farm, and produce stand. You can buy fresh, organic produce and take a farm tour at 1 p.m. daily where kids can do a little farm work, learn about tractors and other machines, and taste produce.




  The oversize, outdoor art figures of farmers and farm workers offer great photo opportunities. Check the website for harvest and holiday activities, lectures, and cooking demonstrations.
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  Mirror Maze and Lazer Challenge (all ages)




  751 Cannery Row, Monterey; (831) 649-MAZE; www.montereymirrormaze.com. Adults $$$; ages 3 to 6 $$; under 3 are free; lazer challenge is extra.




  At a new high-tech attraction on Cannery Row, you navigate a huge walk-through, mirrored labyrinth blazing and blinking with strobe and pulsating lights––wild and crazy fun, yet not for toddlers or for those who tend to be claustrophobic; no strollers allowed. Just when you think you have found your way out, you realize you’ve gone in a complete circle and are back where you started. In the Lazer Challenge, the object is to navigate the maze quickly without breaking a laser beam, as you jump, crawl and climb your way through an obstacle course of bright green, highly sensitive lasers radiating from the walls––it’s addicting, and plenty of families come back again and again. Allow at least a half hour for each activity.
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  National Steinbeck Center (all ages)




  1 Main St., Salinas; (831) 796-3833; www.steinbeck.org. $$; free for children under 5.




  Sometime during their schooling, most American youngsters read John Steinbeck’s East of Eden, Of Mice and Men, and The Grapes of Wrath. If your family’s trip to the Monterey area coincides with your child’s interest in Steinbeck, make the 20-mile drive inland from Monterey. The museum is uniquely child friendly, with interactive displays of the author’s books and the time and place in which he lived. You can open a drawer to see his childhood treasures, feel the chill of an “ice packed” boxcar filled with lettuce, experience the smells and the sounds of “Doc” Rickett’s science lab on Cannery Row, and learn of migrant life in the Salinas Valley. There are vintage photos, ongoing videos and movies, doors and windows that open into historic vignettes, and Steinbeck’s charming camper truck in which he motored with his dog and wrote Travels with Charley. The multimedia “Valley of the World” wing celebrates the agricultural heritage of the Salinas Valley with audio clips, photographs, films, and memorabilia. My granddaughter Melati spent over an hour in the activities room, rearranging hundreds of magnetic words on a huge board and creating a quirky poem. Kids can climb aboard a life-size horse and design their own vegetable crate labels, among other hands-on activities.




  

    The Invasion of the Butterflies




    Millions of bright orange and black monarch butterflies escape winter cold and fly thousands of miles, returning to the same groves of eucalyptus, pine, and cypress on the California coast each year between October and March—a phenomenon occurring in a handful of places in the world. The city of Pacific Grove calls itself Butterfly Town USA and holds an annual children’s parade to welcome the monarchs.
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