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To all my fellow “travelers” who agree with this book’s philosophy:
Take the main roads, you’re a tourist . . .
Take the back roads, you’re a traveler.
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About the Author





A native southern Californian, Kathy Strong has lived and traveled extensively throughout the area for more than forty years. Kathy Strong, a former magazine editor for three regional magazines in the southwest, has been a travel writer for more than 30 years, having written or contributed to more than 20 guide books and countless magazine features, covering all areas of the world. Her own books currently available in bookstores nationally are: Southern California Off the Beaten Path; Recommended Bed & Breakfasts: California; Driving the Pacific Coast: California; Driving the Pacific Coast: Washington and Oregon; and The Seattle Guidebook. She was also the author of Recommended Island Inns: The Caribbean.


Kathy’s weekly newspaper column, GOING MY WAY, appears in Gannett newspaper travel sections every Sunday and concentrates on day and weekend outings from the California desert. She has been a frequent talk show guest on both radio and television, recently appearing on The Today Show.


Kathy Strong has resided in the Palm Springs area of California for more than 20 years and was a past Athena Award and American League of National Pen Women award recipient. Strong has been involved in many community projects, including the restoration of a Victorian living museum and the establishment of a children’s museum. Passionate about the beauty and the varied offerings of southern California, Strong attributes this book to all of her “fortunate wrong turns” while exploring the back roads and highways.




Introduction





California, specifically southern California, ranks as one of the top tourist destinations in the United States; more than 335 million tourists arrive in southern California each year to sample its world-renowned attractions, year-round sunshine, celebrity haunts, Mediterranean-style beaches, and desert and mountain playgrounds. These tourists spend about $88 billion once they arrive. Also, more than 38 million people reside within the state, many savoring weekend escapes in their own backyard—a bounty of diverse scenery and happenings all just a few minutes or few hours away from home! Southern California Off the Beaten Path was written for all of these adventurers, those coming from both far and near who seek truly unusual getaways.


This completely revised edition of Southern California Off the Beaten Path is a guide to those hard-to-find spots: the intimate cafes serving real home cooking, or tucked-away gourmet bistros; peaceful country inns and historic hotels hosting “ghosts of the past”; lost gold mines and early desert exploration routes lined in wildflowers; museums that recapture the past with trolley and train rides as well as fossil hunts in dinosaur country. This book offers travelers the opportunity to see wildlife of the deserts and mountains up close in their natural environments; view southern California’s fascinating period architecture; scour the countryside for baskets full of juicy, ripe fruit and fresh-from-the-fields vegetables; explore dark caves; follow view-granting country, coast, and mountain byways; and float by hot-air balloon over land and sea. Even the Southland’s big cities have much to offer the off-the-beaten-path traveler, with flower-filled wonderlands and historic gems buried between skyscrapers and freeway interchanges!


In short, this book is for the traveler who seeks something more than the usual: side-road explorations, “living” history lessons, a slightly slower pace, friendly faces, home-cooked food, new adventures, and tranquil oases within urban areas. No matter what your interests are, from Hollywood-movie-great haunts to lush, palm-lined Indian canyons, Southern California Off the Beaten Path will grant you some new ideas for your next vacation or weekend escape.


This book offers but a sampling of interesting things to do in any one area. For this reason, I suggest you call the California Office of Tourism, tollfree, at (800) GO-CALIF (www.visitcalifornia.com) to request a very informative packet of free tourist information, which includes a useful and attractive travel guide, an official state road map, a calendar of events, and more. Also be aware that prices, rates, and hours of operation often change; be sure to write or call ahead to verify important trip information.




SoCal History


When James Marshall discovered gold at Sutter’s Mill in 1848, the story of what makes California unique really began. California became the “promised land” for those seeking opportunity. No journey was too tough to stop the great migration of dreamers who made their way to find riches in the foothills of the Sierra. Even when the riches were depleted, the migration continued, first by train, with completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869, and later by automobile, along Historic Route 66.


Marshall’s discovery epitomized the American dream: Anyone could find riches, whether these came from shiny minerals hidden in the earth or from hard work, determination, and ingenuity. Movie studios, airplane factories, vineyards, and orange groves filled the environs of southern California. As one historian wrote, “California was founded on gold fever, but it has since thrived on land fever, oil fever, and Hollywood fever.” That sums it up—and the fever that afflicts present-day adventurers to California continues.





I wish to thank all of the individuals who assisted me in this monumental effort of sorting the “unique from the obvious” and unearthing hidden treasures. Southern California Off the Beaten Path was once again an enriching experience for me, and I hope you will feel similarly rewarded as you travel through the pages that follow.


As you explore the southern part of the state, here are some interesting facts to make the journeys more enjoyable or help pass the time if you get stuck in one of the Southland’s infamous traffic jams. Let the kids have a try at some of these; you’ll all learn some fun information.


Basic Traveler Information




	
Time zone: California is in the Pacific time zone and observes Daylight Saving Time.


	
Sales tax: The state sales tax is 8.25 percent, and special taxes may be as much as 1.25 percent.


	
Telephone: Many area codes have recently changed. Call directory assistance at 411 if the number you have doesn’t work.


	
Alcohol: Alcohol is sold throughout the state; the legal age for drinking is 21.


	
Smoking: California is working toward being a no-smoking state. You’ll discover that most restaurants and bars have no-smoking policies, and smoking is prohibited on public transportation, on some beaches and in public buildings.


	
Driving: You must carry a driver’s license from your state or country. Seat belts are required for all passengers, and helmets are required for all motorcyclists and bicyclists under 18.





Fun Facts




	
State size: California is the nation’s third largest state. It has 1,264 miles of coastline bordering the Pacific Ocean. The state is 560 miles wide and contains 158,706 total square miles.


	
Largest lake: What is the largest lake in the state? It is the Salton Sea in the Imperial Valley. The Salton Sea is 30 miles long and 14 miles wide at its widest point.


	
Elevation: What is the highest point in the state? Mount Whitney in the southern Sierra is 14,496 feet high and is also the tallest peak in all the 48 contiguous states. At 282 feet below sea level is Badwater, the lowest point in the entire Western Hemisphere. The two locations are just 60 miles apart.


	
State name: How did California get its name? There are several theories or lore. In one story, Hernando Cortés uttered the Latin words callida fornax, meaning “hot furnace,” when he first landed in Baja California. Another story relates that Cortés named the land after a sea-formed arch, using the Spanish words cala (cove) and y (and) and the Latin word fornix (arch). The most popular explanation is from Garci Rodríguez Ordonez de Montalvo’s 16th-century Spanish romance Las Sergas de Esplandian. The novel refers to Califerne, a mythical island. It is thought that the early settlers, with their Spanish heritage, may have named the state after this island.


	
State nicknames: Everyone has heard California referred to as the “Golden State,” but how many of these other nicknames have you heard? America’s Number One Market, Cornucopia of the World, El Dorado, Eureka State, Gateway to the Pacific, Grape State, Land of Discoveries, Land of Gold, Land of Living Color, Land of Promise, Land of Sunshine and Flowers, Sunshine Empire, and Wine Land of America.


	
State flag: The first flag was of homespun cloth decorated with a red star, a grizzly bear, and a red flannel strip along the bottom, with the words above it reading “California Republic.” The flag design survived and in 1911 became official.


	State symbols:





Tree: Redwood


Flower: Golden poppy


Fish: Golden trout


Marine mammal: Pacific gray whale


Animal: Grizzly bear (now extinct in California)


Bird: California valley quail


Colors: Blue and gold


Fossil: California saber-toothed cat


Insect: California dog-face butterfly


Reptile: California desert tortoise


Rock: Serpentine


Mineral: Gold


Gemstone: Benitoite




	
State song: The official song of the state might surprise you: It’s “I Love You, California,” written in 1913 and finally adopted by the state in 1988. Most people think the song is “California, Here I Come,” written in 1924 with words by Al Jolson.


	
Population: California is a big state. The 2000 census shows California as containing eight of the thirty counties in the United States with populations of more than one million persons.


	
Capital: The state’s capital is Sacramento, but it wasn’t always so. In 1777 Monterey was proclaimed the capital of what was then Spain’s California territory. The capital moved northward to four other state cities before becoming permanently situated in Sacramento.









CENTRAL COAST
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Gently rolling green hills studded with oaks, plains covered with wildflowers, rich remnants of California’s beginnings, sweet-smelling citrus groves, verdant fields of twisting grapevines, and unparalleled Mediterranean-like ocean scenery compose southern California’s Central Coast. From Hearst’s elaborate San Simeon palace on a hilltop to a sprawling cowboy movie ranch near Thousand Oaks, the area boasts variety and abundant off-road adventures. Explore small late-19th-century towns with pioneer stagecoach stops, as well as big and little cities that boast hidden historical gems, wineries, surf-crashing scenery, and charming getaway retreats.


San Luis Obispo County





Scenic, two-lane Highway 1 leisurely twists down the rocky Pacific coast of northern San Luis Obispo County; plan to stop at various points along the thoroughfare, regarded as one of the most beautiful highways in the world, to linger over a romantic sunset or to watch sea otters at play. The town of San Simeon boasts the magnificent home of William Randolph Hearst, the Hearst San Simeon State Historical Monument, which attracts more than one million visitors annually. Although the castle schedules a wide variety of day tours, the most unique offerings at the castle are the evening Living History tours. The evening tours, which last more than two hours and take in highlights of the day tours, are really a step back into the glamorous 1930s, a chance to experience firsthand the opulent lifestyles of the celebrated guests and occupants of the “Enchanted Hill.” While guests tour the softly lit grounds and environs of the estate, docents in authentic 1930s costumes assume a variety of guest and staff roles. “Guests” in satin cocktail gowns and suits stroll the rose-filled gardens; “butlers” serve appetizers to “guests” playing cards in the Assembly Room; and a “starlet” lounges on the 400-year-old bed in La Casa del Mar. The evening is not over until you’ve viewed a “movie” in the castle’s theater, a Hearst Metrotone newsreel recounting some of the important events of 1933. Evening tours of Hearst Castle are available fall weekends. Reservations are recommended; call (800) 444-4445 for tour times and reservations or visit www.hearstcastle.com.
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The oldest native of San Simeon, J. C. “Pete” Sebastian, died several years ago, but he left behind a legacy worth exploring. Sebastian took over Sebastian’s Store (established in 1852) from his father in 1948, but he worked as a child with his father in the store when the Hearsts were setting up the castle and later worked as a landscaper on Hearst’s castle grounds. He remembered how the castle grew in concept from a few bungalows to replace the tents to the most opulent private residence in the country. The tiny grocery store across from San Simeon Bay saw customers such as Winston Churchill and Cary Grant and witnessed the unusual unloading of ranch cattle from ships, which involved the cows “swimming” ashore to waiting cowhands. This oldest operating store in the state was kept open during the Depression by purchases inspired by Hearst’s generosity; he asked Sebastian to supply all the needy families in the area with food and groceries and to bill him for the costs. Visit the vintage store today and pick up some snacks for a picnic along the driftwood-strewn beach just across the way. The tiny wooden structure is packed with food, gifts, mementos, and nostalgic memories of an era gone by. Sebastian’s is located at 442 San Simeon Rd.; call them at (805) 927-3307.




hearstcastletriviaforexperts







How many bathtubs are there in the Hearst Castle?


a)16 
b)22 
c)61


(Answer: a—but it’s hard to believe, since the castle has 165 rooms.)







AUTHOR’S TOP PICKS







Hearst Castle Living History Tour,


San Simeon


Jack House and Garden,


San Luis Obispo


Sycamore Mineral Springs,


Avila Beach


Nipomo Dunes,


National Seashore


La Purisima Mission State Historical Park,


Lompoc


Channel Islands National Park,


Ventura


Paramount Ranch,


Agoura Hills


Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum,


Simi Valley


Corriganville,


Simi Valley





Pine-covered hills cradling a two-winged artists’ hamlet make up the village of Cambria just south of San Simeon. The charming alpine-like village on the sea was originally settled in the early 1860s when William Leffingwell built the area’s first sawmill, now the site of Leffingwell’s Landing on Moonstone Beach. Visitors touring Cambria’s Moonstone Beach Drive today will find a romantic strip of intimate inns with cozy fireplaces, small bistros, and windswept views of a shimmering expanse of green water met by fudge-colored sand. Stroll down this beachcomber’s paradise and collect polished pieces of jade, agate, and quartz and explore tide pools; or watch the sun set into the Pacific from giant log benches offered along the way.


Along this scenic drive is an intimate oyster bar and shellfish restaurant that is popular with local residents and anyone who is lucky enough to discover it. The Sea Chest at 6216 Moonstone Beach Dr. serves dinner only from 5:30 p.m. each evening (closed some Tuesdays). The petite restaurant, surrounded by lavender geraniums and ice plants, displays a combination of Victorian gingerbread trim and nautical touches outside, and inside offers informal, intimate seating, skylights, greenery, and spectacular ocean views. Enjoy the oyster bar and incredible seafood dinners. Call the Sea Chest at (805) 927-4514. (Neither credit cards nor reservations are accepted.)


Turn from Moonstone Beach Drive into Cambria’s newer West Village, where you’ll find a variety of antiques stores, art galleries, specialty shops, pubs, delis, and boutiques. One of the most interesting of the specialty shops in the West Village is the Soldier Gallery at 789 Main St. The unique shop sells miniature pewter figures, including soldiers, either painted or unpainted, as well as historical and aviation art prints. Stop by to examine the craftsmanship and watch the artists in the rear of the shop working on the minuscule creations. Call them at (805) 927-3804 or (800) 741-3804 or fax them at (805) 927-0164. Get more information at www.soldiergallery.com.


Take your car and follow Main Street down to the East Village of town to discover more galleries and shops, fine restaurants, and intimate lodging; the East Village was the original downtown of Cambria built in the 1860s, although many of the original structures were destroyed in the great fire of 1889.


Burton Drive in the East Village climbs up a short distance from popular small bistros and shops to a woodsy area covered in tall pines. Nestled along here is the J. Patrick House at 2990 Burton Dr. The former log home is now a relaxing bed-and-breakfast retreat near both the ocean and the village. The home and garden are connected by an arbor to the rear annex building and guest rooms. The front log home, decorated in Early American pine and oak furnishings, offers a cozy living room with a cheery fireplace for guests; guests gather here for evening wine. A sunny garden room in the house is the site of the morning meal, included in the stay, which boasts freshly ground coffee, home-baked breads, granola, yogurt, and fresh fruit. The eight guest rooms in the rear building are individually decorated in the same comfortable and traditional decor. All accommodations have private baths and cozy fireplaces. Call the J. Patrick House at (805) 927-3812 or (800) 341-5258, go to www.jpatrickhouse.com for a brochure or reservations.


In addition to pine-studded hills and ocean vistas, Cambria is surrounded by working farms and ranches. To enjoy some of the country pleasures of the area, take Main Street to Santa Rosa Creek Road at the lower end of the East Village. This idyllic country road is lined with working cattle ranches, orchards, and farm stands. About 5 miles east along Santa Rosa Creek Road is Linn’s Fruit Bin, a family berry farm that produces mouthwatering olallieberry pies and jams, as well as unforgettable chicken pies prepared with whole chickens. The small berry farm, owned by John and Renee Linn, has grown to include a gift shop with well-chosen country crafts, kitchen items, and other food treats. Stop in and browse, then order a small fruit or nut pie to savor on the outside patio overlooking the berry vines and hills, but definitely make room in your ice chest for a larger version or a chicken or beef pie. Pies can be purchased frozen and unbaked. Linn’s is open every day from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. in the summer, with restricted winter hours; for more information call the farm at (805) 927-1499 or (800) 676-1670 or visit www.linnsfruitbin.com. The Linns also have popular restaurants in both downtown Cambria and nearby San Luis Obispo. Mail-order items and gift baskets are available by calling (805) 927-0371 (after hours and weekends).




Garbage as Art?


Beer cans, abalone shells, toilet seats, and even the kitchen sink are embedded in a rotting “castle” that looms over the colony of Cambria. Not so affectionately known as Nitt Witt Ridge, the cliffside house built by the late “garbage man” Art Beal has caused debates for years. Beal spent more than fifty years constructing his home out of all forms of “recyclables” that ranged from inlaid tiles to any imaginable salvaged item. The debate stems from the issue of art or junk. Neighbors worry about the rot and the rats, but a group of proponents who have launched a fund-raising campaign to preserve Nitt Witt hope to save at least the ground floor and convert the premises into a park. You can decide the “art” issue for yourself. Nitt Witt Ridge is located directly off Main Street in the West Village. Turn onto Hillcrest Drive going uphill. Nitt Witt Ridge is located on the left, and a convenient roadside pull-off is on the right, directly in front of the house.





About 4 miles south of Cambria on Highway 1 is a cluster of weathered buildings situated among pastures of grazing cows and rolling green hills. These remnants of a town that grew around a mid-1800s creamery form the town of Harmony. The dairy ceased operation nearly fifty years ago, but the town has managed to avoid ghost-town status, boasting some eighteen permanent residents (give or take a few) as well as the petite Harmony Post Office, in business continuously since 1914. Park anywhere on the main street of town and wander the intimate assemblage of artists’ warehouses and studios, which features a pottery barn as well as graphics and jewelry galleries displaying the works of many local artists. Weddings are held almost every weekend in the small, adobe-walled chapel in Harmony.


South of Harmony on Highway 1, 576-foot-tall Morro Rock signals the gateway to the tiny coastal town of Morro Bay. Named by Juan Cabrillo, the monument has been a landmark and navigational guide to the bay-hugged community for over 400 years. Quarrying to build jetties and breakwaters in the 1930s was responsible for the dramatic shape of the rock, which is now a protected home for the endangered peregrine falcon.


Head to the Embarcadero area of town to get a close-up view of the extinct volcano peak and to “reel in” the color of the bay’s active fishing industry. Dorn’s Original Breakers Cafe, the original 1940s Breakers Cafe, is a perfect spot to enjoy the local ocean offerings and an idyllic view of the bay and Morro Rock. Operated by third-generation family members, the cafe at 801 Market St. is located in the 1918 real estate office of developer A. Manford “Pickhandle” Brown, who sold bay lots for $160. The intimate bistro overlooking the bay features a full bar.




ANNUAL EVENTS







JANUARY


International Film Festival


Santa Barbara, Jan–Feb 
(805) 963-0023 
http://sbfilmfestival.org


APRIL


Civil War Reenactment


Lake Casitas 
(805) 496-6036


MAY


California Strawberry Festival


Oxnard 
(805) 385-4739 
www.strawberry-fest.org


I Madonnari


Santa Barbara 
(805) 964-4710 
www.imadonnarifestival.com


Paso Robles Wine Festival


Paso Robles 
(805) 239-8463 
www.pasowine.com


Strawberry Festival


Arroyo Grande 
(805) 473-2250


JUNE


Festival Mozaic


San Luis Obispo, summer 
(805) 781-3009 
www.festivalmozaic.com


Ojai Music Festival


Ojai 
(805) 646-8126 
www.ojaifestival.com


JULY


California Mid-State Fair


Paso Robles, July–Aug 
(805) 238-0506 
www.midstatefair.com


Citrus Festival


Santa Paula 
(805) 525-5561 
www.santapaulafestival.com


Salsa Festival


Oxnard 
(805) 385-7545 
www.oxnardsalsafestival.com


AUGUST


Old Spanish Days Fiesta


Santa Barbara 
(805) 962-8101 
www.oldspanishdays-fiesta.org


Ventura County Fair


Ventura 
(805) 648-3376 
www.venturacountyfair.org


SEPTEMBER


Danish Days


Solvang 
(805) 688-0701 
www.solvangusa.com


DECEMBER


Lighted Boat Parade


Morro Bay 
(805) 772-4467 
www.morrobay.org





All three meals are served at Dorn’s. For breakfast try the family-recipe buttermilk pancakes or an omelette. Have a big bowl of award-winning Boston clam chowder for lunch, along with seafood salads, fresh fish, sandwiches, and seafood specialties until 4 p.m. daily. Dinner at Dorn’s is served from 4 to 9 p.m. and includes fresh fish entrees and gourmet seafood delicacies with generous portions; try the Morro Bay abalone. Call the restaurant at (805) 7724415 for information or reservations or go to www.dornscafe.com.


At the foot of Morro Bay Boulevard is a unique staircase consisting of forty-four steps, each 44 inches wide. The Centennial Stairway offers excellent photographic opportunities and dramatic views of the Embarcadero. While here, play a game on the city’s Giant Chessboard, inspired by the open-air boards seen in Germany. Local residents designed and cut the 2- and 3-foot-tall chess pieces, each weighing between 18 and 30 pounds. The chessboard is available for matches from the City Recreation and Park Department; call (805) 772-6278. There is a fee for its use. Before beginning a game, get plenty of rest—it is estimated that during an average game, a player will lift more than 1,000 pounds!


Pine- and eucalyptus-studded Morro Bay State Park, on the edge of town, exits onto South Bay Boulevard. Follow the boulevard south to view another state park of distinction as well as a much smaller bayfront community. South Bay Boulevard twists through rocky hills a short distance to the community of Baywood Park. Turn east on Santa Ysabel to reach the little town center on the sparkling bay. A handful of artists’ galleries, boutiques, and small cafes fill the tiny downtown located in the “Valley of the Bears,” or Los Osos Valley.


From Baywood Park travel the small residential lanes to Los Osos Valley Road on the way to Montana de Oro State Park. Begin what the local chamber of commerce calls the Scenic Seven Mile Drive when you see the restored white, one-room schoolhouse surrounded by a grassy park on the right, and follow Los Osos Valley Road to Pecho Road about a mile ahead. At Pecho the roadway begins to unfold the charms of the scenic drive: magnificent rocky shore scenery, miles of deserted sandy beaches met by deep blue waters, nearly 8,000 acres of hills, and dense thickets of eucalyptus trees.


The name Montana de Oro, Spanish for “mountain of gold,” comes from the brilliant yellow and orange wildflowers that cover the slopes of the state park each spring, but could easily stand for the similarly colored monarch butterflies that at times populate the eucalyptus groves along this route. The park road twists and turns past enormous sand dunes that flow down to the Morro Bay Sandspit, past dense groves of eucalyptus and gentle open hills until it dips down to Spooner’s Cove—a rocky, cliff-protected beach that boasts isolated beauty. Although Hollywood has used the cove for filming several movies, the romantic cove is still quite off the beaten path. Swim, sunbathe, fish, or hike through the state park; foot and horse trails, isolated strands of beach, tide pools, and vista points are all plentiful. Spring wildflower viewing is spectacular.


Just a few yards away from the Spooner Cove Ranch House (the park headquarters, containing interesting exhibits) is a new addition to the park, the Holloway Garden. Holloway Garden showcases many of the plant species that grow wild throughout the park; one garden bed is specific to the plants used by the local Chumash Indians. The AT&T-funded “boardwalk” trail from here crosses the dunes and provides access to a sandy beach without disturbing the dune flora. To reserve camping in this California state park, call (805) 528-0513.


San Luis Obispo County’s northern territory, inland a few miles from the ocean, offers its own diverse charm and beauty. Highway 101 cuts through these small agricultural towns; take the off-ramp into the rural town of San Miguel, about 8 miles north of Paso Robles. Mission San Miguel Arcángel, founded in 1797 as the sixteenth of the California missions, is the small town’s best-known landmark. For more information go to www.missionsanmiguel.org. The presentday parish church, with a moss-covered tile roof and graceful olive trees guarding it from the roadway, boasts many of its original decorations intact and stands as one of the most authentic reminders of California’s mission days.


About a half-block down from the mission lies another historic treasure, tucked away on the old highway. Follow Mission Street south to the sign marking the entrance to the Rios-Caledonia Adobe. The broken concrete highway, which follows the original dirt stagecoach road, parallels the railroad tracks and leads you to a parking area where the foot trail with a self-guided tour begins. You will pass vintage gas pumps, an old-fashioned rose garden, hewn timbers used in the construction of the adobe, a water storage tank and pump, and a wishing well with cactus garden before reaching the adobe, which dates from 1846. This inn and stagecoach stop on the old mission trail stands as an excellent example of California’s Mexican-era architecture. Using Indian labor, Petronillo Rios built the two-story adobe as his residence and headquarters of his sheep-and cattle-ranching operations. The roof was constructed of handmade tiles; the rafters were fashioned from pine poles secured with strips of rawhide. From 1860 to 1886 the adobe was used as an inn and stagecoach stop for the San Francisco to Los Angeles route; later it was utilized for various businesses, private homes, and even an elementary school. Restoration began on the deteriorating adobe in 1968, thanks to the combined efforts of the Friends of the Adobes and San Luis Obispo County.


The whitewashed adobe structure has an upper-story veranda wound in ancient lavender wisteria. Stroll around the exterior and inside to discover a saloon, complete with a poker game in progress and beer selling for a nickel; a Wells Fargo outlet with safe and stacked traveling trunks; the old primary grades schoolroom that was used during the construction of the San Miguel brick school in 1887; and more. The museum with inviting gift shop is open Fri through Sun 11 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.; free admission. Call the adobe at (805) 467-3357 or go to www.rios-caledoniaadobe.org.


A few miles south of the adobe is the city of Paso Robles, formally known as El Paso de Robles, or “The Pass of Oaks.” Rolling green hills spattered by blossoming almond groves, acres of grape vineyards, impressive ranches, and ancient oaks compose the countryside that envelops the Victorian-flavored city. Known in the 1800s for its mud baths and natural hot springs, Paso Robles’ blossoming wine industry now lures visitors to the county’s own “Little Napa,” beginning here in the Paso countryside. Take the informal tour, which includes small, family-run wineries as well as larger, more sophisticated operations, at your own speed; be sure to pack a picnic lunch for snacking at countryside spots along the way. Most of the Paso Robles wineries are located on or near SR 46, which cuts through town and intersects with Highway 101. Head east on the two-lane roadway through gently sloping hills in shades of amber and green, sprinkled with oaks.


A trip to Paso Robles will be totally complete with a soak in one of the hot mineral spring tubs at the River Oaks Hot Springs Spa, a historic spa nestled among the vineyards. River Oaks is located at 800 Clubhouse Dr.; contact the spa at (805) 238-4600 or www.riveroakshotsprings.com. Spend the night in Hotel Cheval with sixteen intimate rooms, all named after racehorses. Have drinks in the Pony Club bar and, on weekends, take a carriage ride pulled by the inn’s resident Clydesdale. River Oaks Hot Springs and Spa is located at 3725 Buena Vista Dr.; call them at (805) 238-4600.


Take a break from wine touring to view another historical reminder of the area, the Estrella Adobe Church. The small white church, about 2½ miles down Airport Road off the highway, was the first Protestant church in northern San Luis Obispo County. Built in 1878 by early pioneers, the adobe was restored in 1952 by the Paso Robles Women’s Club and is open for private events only. In the rear of the old adobe is the area’s mid-1800s cemetery overlooking furrowed fields. For information call (805) 467-3357.


Spend a leisurely day touring the area’s many fine wineries, down rural country roads and highways and lined in colorful roses. To obtain a map to 180 wineries in the Paso Robles “wine country” area, contact write the Paso Robles Vintners and Growers Association at (800) 549-WINE or visit www.pasowine.com. They can also tell you about special wine events in the area, such as the popular Annual Wine Festival weekends held in downtown Paso Robles the third weekends in March, May, and October, when more than 300 wines are tasted, and participants enjoy special winemaker dinners, concerts, and open houses.


After exploring the countryside and grapes of Paso Robles, take a tour of the vintage downtown area on both sides of the main thoroughfare, Spring Street, and all around Thirteenth Street. Quaint residential streets with gingerbread-adorned Victorian homes and businesses dominate this area, which also boasts an old-fashioned city park and small-town boutique shopping. While strolling the tree-lined neighborhoods downtown, visit the Call-Booth House at 1315 Vine St. The charmingly restored Victorian residence, once owned by both the Call and Booth families, is now an art gallery. The National Historic Register home holds changing exhibits of local artists—paintings, sculptures, prints, and skillfully handcrafted items. The golden-colored Victorian gallery with green trim is open Wed through Sun from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Contact the Call-Booth House at (805) 238-5473 or check www.museumsusa.org for more information.




OTHER ATTRACTIONS WORTH SEEING ON THE CENTRAL COAST







Charles Paddock Zoo,


Atascadero


Oxnard Carnegie Art Museum,


Oxnard


Santa Barbara Zoo,


Santa Barbara


Old Mission Santa Ines,


Solvang





Just south of Paso Robles, the Old West town of Templeton beckons, its vintage Main Street lined with small shops, a couple of restaurants, and a historic-home bed-and-breakfast. The charming Country House Inn, an 1886-built Victorian surrounded by a picket fence and well-manicured lawns and gardens, sits at one end of Main Street. The light gray country inn, with muted rose-and-white trim, was built by the founder of Templeton and offers five guest rooms decorated in period decor and two parlor areas with fireplaces. A full breakfast is served in the formal dining room and includes home-baked breads and fresh fruit; wine and hors d’oeuvres are available all the time. The inn occasionally hosts English high teas, open to the public. Call the inn at (805) 434-1598 for reservations and more information or visit www.thecountryhouseinn.com.


The surrounding Templeton countryside offers a myriad of tree-shaded drives, rolling green hillscapes, country wine-tasting stops, and orchard sampling. Follow Vineyard Drive out of town; soon you will spot the Turley Wine Cellars, one of the area’s pioneer wineries begun more than sixty years ago. The modest tasting room is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily; contact them at (805) 434-1030.


Antiques hunters may want to follow El Camino Real in town south to the adjoining community of Santa Margarita; Santa Margarita may also be reached off Highway 101. The rural country route passes by the tiny residential-farm community of Garden Farms and on into the main street of Santa Margarita. Plan to take a trek through the historic Santa Margarita Ranch, with wine tasting at the ranch’s nearby Ancient Peaks Winery that harvests vines planted in ranch soil populated by ancient oyster shell beds. The 1772-established ranch has a fascinating past, evidenced by Indian artifacts, antique water tanks and the state’s oldest stone and mortar structure, an Asistencia established by Father Serra.


The tiny downtown, only a few blocks long, hosts a few interesting antiques shops. Santa Margarita is also composed of rural farming areas and horse country, offering country drives out its remote roads; cross over the railroad tracks in town on Estrada Avenue (SR 58) to begin a back roads drive through gently rolling hills, passing by spectacular spring meadows of purple lupine, the county’s official flower, and cows grazing under shady oaks. San Luis Obispo, about 8 miles south of Santa Margarita on Highway 101, is the county seat and home to a branch of California Polytechnic State University. The friendly, tourism-oriented community of more than 40,000 people is embraced by green hills and clean air, and blessed with abundant charm and natural beauty. Begin your exploration of San Luis Obispo at its historic core, downtown. Get off Highway 101 at the Marsh Street exit or Monterey Street exit and follow the streets to the old mission area around Monterey and Higuera Streets.


San Luis Obispo was founded in 1772, when Father Junípero Serra established the Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa, the fifth in the network of California missions. The picturesque mission, an active parish church, sits in the heart of the historic downtown and is fronted by Mission Plaza, an idyllic creekside public square, as well as the meandering San Luis Creek, which provided the early water supply for the mission. The plaza, with grassy park areas and graceful arbors, is the site of many community events throughout the year and is an informal gathering spot for picnickers and downtown shoppers. Scenic pedestrian bridges cross over the creek from the plaza to quaint downtown shops and creek-fronting bistros; several interesting sites are nestled around Mission Plaza’s borders.


At the south end of the plaza is the San Luis Obispo Art Center, a pleasant gallery filled with works of the area’s talented local artists as well as state and national artisans; the center, overlooking San Luis Creek, is open from noon to 5 p.m. daily, and admission is free. Near the entrance to the Art Center is a sign regarding the town’s 1897 cigar factory, which operated in an existing brick structure just across the creek. The factory employed fourteen people and boasted its own registered cigar band, Pioneer Cigar.




“Inn” the Pink


San Luis Obispo seems to be famous to some people as the home of the Madonna Inn. The fairy-tale, stone- and gingerbread-adorned hotel that aligns the freeway at the gateway to town is instantly recognized by its color: pink. The pink varies in hues according to recent painting updates, from almost pastel to bright fuchsia. Inside, the pink theme continues throughout the ornate lobbies, restaurants, and shops. The rooms are each one of a kind. They are themed to keep the fantasy alive, thanks to Phyllis Madonna, the cheerful “queen” of this castle. Did you know that the Caveman Room at the Madonna Inn was carved out of solid rock? It is just one of the hotel’s many unusual, world-renowned guest rooms.


Even if you aren’t staying, you have to stop and look. City tourism officials will tell you to see the mission, the art museum, and the Victorians, but you haven’t seen the city until you see the men’s restroom at the Madonna Inn! At one time I had a wonderful job that partly consisted of imparting that tidbit of advice on television to audiences wanting to visit the Central Coast. The men’s restroom at the Madonna Inn ranks very high on the “must-see” list, but I don’t want to spoil the moment for you. Just trust me, then get in line. The Madonna Inn is located at the Madonna exit off Highway 101; call them at (805) 543-3000 or (800) 543-9666.





Across the street from Mission Plaza, at 696 Monterey St., is the San Luis Obispo County Historical Museum, situated in the city’s Carnegie Library. The structure, constructed in 1904 from sandstone and granite quarried from nearby Bishop Peak, houses fascinating county historical exhibits that trace the area’s growth from the Mission, Rancho, and Early American periods through the present. Visit the museum Wed through Sun from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; you may also view a model of Hearst Castle made by a former employee of Hearst architect Julia Morgan, a 110-year-old hurdy-gurdy, and a Victorian-era parlor scene. Call the museum at (805) 543-0638 for more information. Admission is free.


With a sense of San Luis Obispo’s beginnings in mind, take a tour, either guided or self-guided, of the city’s many historical structures. The city’s chamber of commerce and Visitors Information Bureau is located a few steps down from Mission Plaza at 1039 Chorro St. The office is open seven days a week; call (805) 781-2777 or visit www.visitslo.com.


If you want a more in-depth tour of historical San Luis Obispo on foot, pick up the free brochure at the chamber entitled “Heritage Walks.” The excellent pamphlet, published by the city, offers four different heritage walks, all beginning at the Murray Adobe: the Downtown District around the mission; the Historic Core around the original site of the mission a few blocks away; the Old Town Residential Neighborhood that encompasses the residential blocks loosely bordered by Buchon and Islay on one side and Broad and Morro on the other; and the Dallidet Adobe/Railroad District. The guide to more than seventy-five historically rich structures gives interesting background into the area and each site. Along the way you will view charming restored Victorian neighborhoods, from modest cottages with impressive detailing and perfect gardens to period mansions once owned by the city’s founding professional residents. The walks let you glimpse deep into the city’s past, from its original adobes up to the county’s only Frank Lloyd Wright work, the Kundert Medical Building (1956) at 1106 Pacific St. Check with the chamber of commerce for free guided walking tours held on certain Sundays throughout the year.




themotelinn







San Luis Obispo is the original home of another famous lodging establishment, The Motel Inn. The Motel Inn, on the far end of Monterey Street, was actually the first “motel” in America. The “motor hotel” was born in the early 1920s when the automobile became the popular mode of vacationing.





Exploring the quaint, restored streets of downtown San Luis Obispo and wandering its boutiques are a favorite pastime in the city. Stroll down Monterey Street from the mission; the charming Muzio’s Grocery at 870 Monterey St. is still in operation (it was built in 1912) and is great place to pick up some picnic items for an informal lunch. Across the street from Muzio’s is the 1884-constructed Sinsheimer Building at 849 Monterey St. The former mercantile store, operated by pioneer merchant A. Z. Sinsheimer, boasted the only “iron front” on the Central Coast and is an excellent example of the Italian Renaissance construction of the time. Today the store is, fittingly, a nostalgic country gift store.


One block up from the mission, parallel with Monterey Street, are Palm Street and rich remnants of the city’s original Chinese area. The Ah Louis Store at 800 Palm St. was built by Ah Louis, the patriarch of San Luis Obispo’s Chinatown. The colorful landmark store served the needs of the Chinese laborers working on the railroads in the late 1800s; the store is still in operation as a gift shop and is owned by Ah Louis’s descendants. Hours are unpredictable.


Blooming old-fashioned gardens and lawns with a white Victorian gazebo mark the city’s Jack House and Garden, the home of prominent citizen Robert Edgar Jack and his family, built circa 1875. The stately Victorian, located downtown at 536 Marsh St. (situated in one of the city’s most unusual yet secluded public parks—the Jack House Garden) was deeded to the city in 1974. The interior of the elegant home, complete with original Jack family furnishings, art, and books, has been entirely renovated in the style of the period and stands as one of the Central Coast’s most outstanding “living museums.” The idyllic 19th-century gardens of the estate, with a full catering facility, stage area, and unique gift shop, are open for informal picnicking but are commonly rented on the weekends during summer months for weddings and special events. Docent-led tours of the two-story Victorian house are offered year-round for a nominal charge; call the Jack House information line at (805) 7817308 for tour schedules and dates of special public fund-raising events, such as An Old-Fashioned Christmas at the Jack House, when the historic home is decorated in period yuletide decor.


The Cafe Roma, at 1020 Railroad Ave., near the restored railroad depot, offers romantic, candlelit dinners and sunny patio lunches in its intimate quarters filled with European elegance and classical music. The authentic Italian cuisine includes homemade pastas made daily; try a mouthwatering Italian ice for dessert. The extensive lunch and dinner menu includes appetizers, salads, soup, nine homemade pastas, meat and chicken dishes, and daily specials, with prices ranging from $10 and up. Lunch is served Mon through Fri from 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m.; dinner is offered daily from 5 to 9:30 p.m. Cafe Roma accepts reservations for parties of four or more; call (805) 541-6800.




Gum Holds Tradition in Place


Smack between two retail stores is a part of downtown San Luis Obispo that isn’t featured in the tourism brochures, yet word of mouth manages to lure the visitor to this brick-faced alley. Old advertising signs? Hidden treasure? A historic happening? Not a chance. We are talking “ABC” bubble gum. ABC, meaning “already been chewed,” gum is dribbled, spit, artistically designed, spelled, squished, draped—well, you get the idea. A walk along the shopper’s alley from the parking area to the main shopping drag on Higuera Street will reveal all the splendor of Bubble Gum Alley. Local historian Loren Nicholson will tell you that the gum craze began in the 1960s when “a few kids with nothing to do started putting their gum on a wall, and it just caught on.” When you look at the immense collection of bubble-gummed sayings, initials, designs, and “statements” in this city full of history, culture, and beauty, do you see an artistic form of graffiti or a personal identity statement? Everyone has his or her own opinion, including me. I must confess that you will find my name and my sons’ names lovingly swirled in the pink gooey stuff. Of course, mine was added in the mid-1970s when I first arrived in town, and the boys’ names were “documented” in the alley after their births in the 1980s. Please don’t clean the gum away anytime soon. It says we were there in that alley—our hands big and little, and our hearts full of youthful fun.





Just want a cup of espresso accompanied by a home-baked slice of cheesecake or rum torte? Add some background entertainment—a guitarist, piano music, a slide show, a vintage movie, folksinging, poetry reading, or anything creative and unique—and you have Linnaea’s Cafe, an intimate little coffeehouse in the heart of downtown. The tiny cafe, located at 1110 Garden St., wedged between Higuera and Marsh, is owned by one of the city’s most energetic artistic promoters, Linnaea Phillips. Linnaea’s also offers breakfast and lunch and specializes in a long list of coffee drinks, hot or cold. For breakfast try the “espresso eggs,” a breakfast burrito, coffee cake, muffins, and “guest appearances” by waffles or rice pudding. Lunch includes a variety of salads, homemade soup, and the SLORoll, an Armenian cracker sandwich. Meal prices are moderate; a small admission fee is charged for most entertainment, although some performances are free. The cafe is open from 6:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. daily; call Linnaea’s at (805) 541-5888 or go to www.linnaeas.com for more information.


If your visit to San Luis Obispo includes a Thursday evening, then set some of your evening aside to take in San Luis Obispo’s nationally renowned Farmers’ Market downtown. Each Thurs from 6 to 9 p.m., 4 blocks of Higuera Street right downtown are closed to automobiles, and the tiny area is filled with colorful stands of farm-fresh produce and fruit, flowers, tempting food stands with barbecued specialties, entertainment, and special events. The small-town extravaganza attracts from 5,000 to 7,000 people who come to eat, socialize, buy the area’s offerings, shop in the downtown stores, and simply take in an old-fashioned piece of Americana that has come vividly alive.




tipsforthefarmers’market







Lots of good parking can be found in the municipal parking garages at Palm and Monterey Streets or at Marsh and Chorro Streets.


Wear comfortable shoes and bring a jacket. It gets cool in the evening.





If you bring the children along on your visit, downtown San Luis Obispo delivers an original offering. Follow one-way Higuera Street and turn right at Nipomo. Colorful murals of fire engines, boats, and kids’ handprints mark the San Luis Obispo Children’s Museum. Established through a tireless community effort with city cooperation, an old transmission shop is now a wonderland of hands-on fun. Kids slide on a dinosaur’s back from a Chumash Indian cave directly into hours of imagination-inspiring entertainment that ranges from “flying” planes to delivering the mail. The museum schedules a variety of special events and is open some weekday afternoons, weekends, and most holiday periods, with extended summer hours. The recently expanded museum is located at 1010 Nipomo St.; call (805) 544-KIDS for specific days and hours. Admission is moderate.




Winemaker or Goat Farmer?


The new eco tour called “Bounty of the County” is being presented by five of the hotels in the area, all part of the Boutique Hotel Collection on the Central Coast, that range from oceanfront to town-side resort gems. The innovative tour departs from the Apple Farm hotel in San Luis Obispo; all you have to do is throw on your jeans and boots and be prepared to uncover your true rancher spirit, as you ponder your future as a winemaker, a goat farmer or a lavender grower. Your first stop is a trek through the historic Santa Margarita Ranch, with wine tasting at the ranch’s nearby Ancient Peaks Winery that harvests vineyards from ranch soil populated by ancient oyster shell beds. It is remarkable how tasting five award-winning wines first thing in the morning seems totally appropriate in the rural setting. Next is a visit to Eberle Winery in Paso Robles, established 30 years ago, for a tasty picnic lunch and wine sampling and an underground tour of Eberle’s elaborate wine caves, hosting 1,600 barrels and a variety of community events.


That will prepare you well for the next stop and the highlight of the tour: Happy Acres Family Farm, a 54-acre working dairy goat farm, where you’ll have a chance to make your own goat cheese, milk a goat or even cuddle a newborn. Samples of gourmet goat cheeses and goat milk ice cream are irresistible; a small store sells goat-milk lotions and soaps.


The final stop is Green Acres Lavender Farm to sample lavender cookies and lemonade and watch a demonstration on how to extract oil from the highly fragrant lavender plant, used in gourmet cooking and soothing bath products. However, a stroll through the fields of 14,000 fragrant lavender plants in resplendent bloom is a close second to the south of France. For Bounty of the County information, call (805) 781-2777; www.visitslo.com.





For a unique stay in San Luis Obispo, try the Heritage Inn. The nine-room bed-and-breakfast inn is situated by the creek a few blocks from downtown at 978 Olive St. The circa-1904 former Herrera residence once sat at the intersection of Monterey and Santa Rosa Streets but was moved more than two dozen years ago to its present site to be saved from demolition. The two-story restored Victorian with upper veranda and wisteria-covered front porch is nestled between larger motels but offers a nostalgic visit. The nine individually decorated guest rooms come complete with in-room sinks and vanity areas, comfy window seats, wood-burning fireplaces, canopy beds, antique furnishings, and cozy fireside parlors and dining rooms. The stay at the Heritage Inn includes a generous breakfast and evening refreshments. Rates are moderate. Call (805) 544-7440 for reservations and more information. Another charming stay that will transport you to the colors and flavors of Provence is Petit Soleil Bed and Breakfast, nestled five blocks from downtown. The former motel has been creatively transformed into a European hostelry, complete with whimsical themes and all the comforts of a fine European hotel. The full breakfast is a gourmet’s delight, and each evening guests relax on the courtyard with a tasting of local and French wines paired with a variety of delectable appetizers. Call (805) 549-0321 for information or visit them on the web at www.petitsoleilslo.com. The inn is located at 1473 Monterey St.


Heading south on 101, take the San Luis Bay Drive exit and, a little over a mile down the country road, turn right at See Canyon. The twisting canyon road, shaded by trees and dotted with apple farms, has been a major apple-producing area since the beginning of the 20th century. Follow this country path past a half-dozen long-established stands offering several varieties of the fall- and winter-harvested fruit, some rarely found in supermarkets. The well-signed Gopher Glen along here offers samples, recipes, and homemade cider.


Those wanting to venture toward the Pacific Ocean may stay on San Luis Bay Drive and follow it all the way to the Port of San Luis Obispo, with its small marina, fish market, and restaurants, or stop for sunning and swimming at beautiful Avila Beach. Close to the town of Avila at 1215 Avila Beach Dr. is the area’s original 1897 hot mineral springs resort. Sycamore Mineral Springs is nestled among oaks and sycamore trees off the road and offers a soothing end to a day in the sun. The totally renovated resort boasts twenty redwood tubs situated privately along paths under the trees and filled with natural soothing mineral water. Tub sizes vary from intimate tubs for one or two to the Oasis, which can hold up to forty people. The recreational offerings at Sycamore include sand volleyball courts, a heated swimming pool, and a body care center specializing in massages and herbal facials. The hotel offers many deluxe accommodations, with several new suites that cling to hillsides, with private hot tubs on balconies, fireplaces, romantic high-stepping beds, and separate sitting areas. The spa at the inn is not fancy, but the technicians are top-notch and add the right blend to leisurely soaks in the tubs to make the relaxation experience complete. Check out the inn’s gift shop for special boutique items. Tub rentals run around $20 per person per hour. Guests enjoy the resort’s gourmet restaurant, the Gardens of Avila. Call Sycamore Mineral Springs at (805) 595-7302 or (800) 234-5831 for information and reservations. Their website is www.sycamoresprings.com.


Back in San Luis Obispo, head south on Route 227 (Broad Street) in town past the airport, and commercial development gives way to rolling green hills and cattle country. Shortly, Corbett Canyon Road intersects, veering southeast through velvety hills filled with grazing cows and oaks. Follow the winding road just over a mile to the Corbett Canyon Vineyards in this lush Edna Valley. Eucalyptus groves and ranches lead to the charming old-town section of Arroyo Grande. The village’s Branch Street makes for a pleasant old-fashioned stroll past small shops and restaurants located in quaint late-1800s structures. The “back” street of Branch is Olahan Alley, which follows picturesque Arroyo Grande Creek. Walk down Traffic Way to Olahan Alley and stroll the expanse of this back area, acquiring a century-old glimpse of the rear portions of the brick and stone structures; vintage lettering spells out BAKERY on one of these interesting edifices. Steps at both ends lead down to a tree-filled picnic area by the creek, and the alley passage leads to an old-fashioned gazebo and swinging bridge. The unique bridge, spanning the creek from downtown to a residential area, is supported by four large cables and literally “swings” without much motion high above the picturesque creek.


Take advantage of Arroyo Grande’s delicious berries and other fruit and produce by heading for its agriculturally rich fields. Fair Oaks Avenue off Highway 101 leads past lettuce fields to Valley Road.


A little farther up Highway 1 is the city of Pismo Beach, once known for its prolific clamming industry. The clams are no longer as plentiful, due to the endearing but hungry sea otters, but the same stretch is now notable as the only remaining vehicle-allowed state beach in California. Dune buggies mesh with cars, horses, and people on the otherwise tranquil sandy way. Each late November through March, hundreds of monarch butterflies cluster in the limbs of eucalyptus trees and Monterey pines in Pismo Beach; these “butterfly” trees follow a trail north of Grand Avenue on Highway 1 to the border of neighboring Grover Beach.




Monarchs on the Move


The Central Coast is a great place to spot the monarch butterfly as it migrates. Each fall and winter, between mid-Oct and mid-Mar, the butterfly finds its home in Pismo Beach in the Monarch Butterfly Grove at Pismo State Beach. Interpretive trail and docent-led tours are conducted Fri through Sun in the winter.


There are various locations in southern California that attract the monarch butterfly. If you want to get up close to the beautiful insects, check out these areas during migration season—generally Oct through Mar.




	Morro Bay, Morro Bay State Park


	Pismo Beach, Pismo Beach State Park


	Ventura, Camino Real Park


	Malibu, Point Magu State Park


	Long Beach, El Dorado Nature Center


	Encinitas, Monarch Butterfly House on Ocean View Avenue


	San Diego, La Jolla Shores Drive








Just north on Highway 1 is the small town of Oceano and its most famous inhabitant, the Great American Melodrama and Vaudeville at 1863 Pacific Blvd. Boo the villain and cheer the hero at this late-1800s-style melodrama that also boasts live revues with song, dance, and comedy acts. The melodrama hosts more than a half-dozen shows per year and offers hot dogs, sandwiches, popcorn, pretzels, beer, wine, and soft drinks. Tickets for the popular shows, which draw performers from all over the country, may be ordered by calling (805) 489-2499 up to three months in advance of show time; season tickets are available. E-mail them at info@americanmelodrama.com or visit their website at www.americanmelodrama.com.


Dramatic dunescapes, nature hikes, and Indian heritage are all a short ride away off Highway 1 on Oso Flaco Lake Road. The 3-mile-long country lane cuts through plains of broccoli and artichoke crops, while ahead lie views of the creamy white-sand mountains of the Nipomo Dunes National Seashore. A small dirt parking lot is provided at the entrance to Oso Flaco Lake; no vehicles, camping, diving, or fires are allowed inside the preserve. From the parking area you may embark on nature hikes in the dunes, along the shore, and by the lake. Guided trips are offered at times. The dunes may also be appreciated from Point Sal Beach farther down Highway 1 off Brown Road. The 9-mile drive turns to a climbing dirt road through rural hill country to this isolated white-sand beach nestled in the steep hillside.


Santa Barbara County





Highway 1 going south arrives in the tiny agricultural town of Guadalupe, with one main street and a sprinkling of Victorian homes. The small commercial stretch holds a surprising bounty of locally revered restaurants, mostly situated in the interesting historic brick edifices that line the main street. The Far Western Tavern along here at 899 Guadalupe St. is one of the foremost “Santa Maria–style” barbecue restaurants in the Central Coast. This barbecue extravaganza features meat open-roasted over oak logs and side dishes that ultimately include the local pinquito bean, garlicked French bread, and salsa. Capturing an Old West feel, this popular tavern features cowhide curtains, cowboy tableware, and murals of cowboy scenes. The restaurant’s specialty is the “bull’s-eye steak,” served with its own recipe for pinquitos. Far Western has three dining rooms and an antique cherry-wood bar that “came around the Horn.” The tavern is open from 11 a.m. to 9 or 10 p.m. seven days a week. Call the restaurant at (805) 343-2211, or e-mail them at farwestern@jtnwinjobs.org.
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