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THE 
EVERYTHING®
 — Familly Guides—

NORTHERN CALIFORNIA
 AND LAKE TAHOE

Dear Reader,

 Northern California is one of America’s most diverse vacation destinations. From its stunning natural landscapes to its towns built on culture and wine, this part of the Golden State truly offers something for the whole family to enjoy.

I have my personal biases, of course, having enjoyed more than a few memorable moments in certain spots within the region. I love the world-famous aquarium in Monterey, for instance, but I have just as much fondness for the wild sea lions that congregate at the end of the wharf in Santa Cruz. I appreciate all the fine wines that come out of Napa and Sonoma but have relished some divine tasting experiences at lesser-known vineyards far from those two storied counties. And while most people visit San Francisco for a look at Bridge or the infamous Alcatraz, the spectacular Golden Gate up and down the hilly streets, I’m rummaging just as content wandering enjoying fresh crab at hole-in-the-wall restaurants and through the colorful shelves at eclectic bookstores.

No matter what indulgences you prefer to plan for your own vacation, I hope you will find all the information you need in The Everything®Family Guide to Northern California and Lake Tahoe.


Kim Kavin




THE
 EVERYTHING®
 —Family Guides—

Evrything® Family Guides are designed to be the perfect traveling Everythingcompanions. Whether you’re traveling within a tight family budget or feeling the urge to splurge, you will find all you need to create a memorable family vacation. Review this book to give you great ideas before you travel, and stick it in your backpack or diaper bag to use as a quick reference guide for activities, attractions, and excursions. You’ll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures.
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Quick handy tips 
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Plan ahead for fun without sun 
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Details to make your trip more enjoyable 
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Appealing information for moms and dads 
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For Auntie Sue, the California Girl 

• • • 





Top 10 Things to Do in 
Northern California and Lake Tahoe 

1. Enjoy lunch with moving scenery onboard the Napa Valley Wine Train.

2. Come face-to-face with sharks, eels, and stingrays at the Monterey Bay Aquarium.

3. Chow down at the World’s Largest Salmon Barbecue on the Mendocino Coast.

4. Look for the more than 1,000 species of plants and animals that live in Redwood National Park.

5. Join the 30,000 or so Bard fans with beach blankets and picnic baskets at the annual Shakespeare at Sand Harbor Festival on Lake Tahoe’s East Shore.

6. Let your hair blow in the wind in a rented convertible along the Pacific Coast Highway.

7. Take a beginner’s rock-climbing class at Yosemite National Park.

8. Pan for gold nuggets and rich memories in the American River.

9. Take a free walk full of stunning scenery across San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge.

10. Hoot and holler at a Sacramento Valley three-day rodeo, the largest in the United States.
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Introduction 

Where, exactly, is northern California?

It’s a debate that rages within the Golden State itself. Some locals feel that northern California—AKA NoCal to hipsters and cool kids— encompasses nothing south of the San Francisco Bay area. Other people believe northern California refers only to the well-developed areas along the Pacific coast. Still others say the region is far more vast, comprising all the land from San Luis Obispo County north to the Oregon border, plus all the land from the Pacific Ocean across to the state of Nevada.

For the purposes of this book, that last definition is the one that applies. The best family vacations can’t be held to strict geographical distinctions, and no place will make you feel more prone to wandering just a bit farther down the path than northern California. There are seashores and mountain vistas, epicurean hubs and rural outposts, pristine redwood forests and glistening cities alike. None of these places is more “northern California” than the next, so try as many as you can to experience the best this region has to offer.

Heck, the state motto is “Eureka!” It means “I have found it!” Just imagine all that awaits you on a vacation where you take the time to explore far and wide.

In most cases, your northern California vacation will start in a city. The best-known regional cities are San Francisco and Sacramento, each of which boasts an international airport. While neither of these cities enjoys as much tourism as the entertainment mecca of Los Angeles in the south, both have incredible amounts of familyfriendly sights and activities to offer. If you prefer the feel of smaller cities, you’ll likely find your way to places like San Jose, Sausalito, and Santa Cruz, which are lesser known but continue to charm visitors from around the globe.

After you explore northern California’s cities, you’ll likely want to make your way to its next-most-popular tourism area: Wine Country. Napa and Sonoma counties are known the world over for their vineyards full of Chardonnay and other varietals, and more than a few fine restaurants have sprung up in those areas to satisfy your  urge to eat as much as you drink. In places like San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara counties, too, wineries are an option for your vacation itinerary.

If sitting around filling your belly all day doesn’t sound appealing, fear not: This area also offers some of the best hiking, biking, and general sightseeing in the entire United States. National parks from Yosemite to the Redwood National Forest are among the most widely renowned ecological areas in northern California, and there are countless other fantastic state and regional parks to explore as well.  If you want to stay away from the biggest crowds, you can tour inland ranges such as the Trinity Mountains and Mount Shasta. There’s even a volcanic park if you prefer your peaks to be of the formerly erupting variety.

Then again, you may be more of a water baby than an inland hiker, and once more, northern California comes through in high style. From Lake Tahoe, which straddles the state’s border with Nevada, to the Pacific Ocean shoreline, you’ll find more water sports fun than in almost any other state. The Pacific Coast Highway is legendary, and rightfully so—it offers some of the most scenic drives in all of the Americas, with countless beaches along the way where you can surf, play carnival games, and spot sea lions at play. Monterey, in particular, is a fantastic choice for nature lovers, with its worldfamous aquarium providing hands-on, educational fun for the whole family.

Even better, if learning is one of your vacation goals, northern California boasts a large number of active university campuses and museums, including one dedicated to the state’s history of mining and minerals. Should your interest in the gold rush be piqued, you can take your family out to Gold Country to pan for nuggets, just as the area’s first American settlers did in the mid-1800s.

Between then and now, as you can plainly see, northern California has developed into a region filled with every kind of tourism activity you can imagine. In the following pages, you’ll get an introduction to them all—along with all the information you need to plan the perfect vacation for your family.

Northern California 
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CHAPTER 1 
California, 
Here You Come!

YOU HAVE A LOT OF CHOICES when it comes to selecting a destination for your family’s vacation. One of the great things about the northern California and Lake Tahoe region is that it offers the best of many different worlds. Whether you want a cosmopolitan, world-class city experience, the ability to sample gourmet wine and food, a peek back in time to the Old West, or a sports adventure in the mountains, you’ll find it in this exquisitely diverse part of the Golden State.

Northern California History 

The state of California is a mighty big place. Its Pacific Ocean shoreline alone is 1,264 miles long and stretches so far from north to south that it easily serves as home for everything from towering redwood forests to flat deserts of shifting sands. The geographic differences are so imposing that even native Californians distinguish one place from another by its topography. Perhaps the best-known example is the area just outside of Los Angeles, colloquially called “the Valley.”

Northern California is no different, with regions named Pacific Coast and Sierra Nevada, the latter thanks to the mountain range that sprawls down the middle of the state like a backbone gone slightly askew. But the section of California known as “northern” is more of a mental division than a geographic one, a line drawn by lifestyle. Los Angeles, with its flashy movie stars and Jimmy Choo shoe stores, creates the tone for the southern part of the Golden State, while San Francisco, with its environmentally conscious thinkers and Birkenstock outlets, sets the pace for life in the north. Yes, those are stereotypes, but as with most stereotypes, they’re rooted in reality. Folks who call northern California home tend to be a bit more, well, granola. They’re more one with the earth than their fellow Californians to the south.

Even within that generalized description, life in northern California is varied—just as it has been since the days of the 1848 gold rush that flooded the Sierra Nevada with white settlers from all directions.
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During the first two years of the gold rush in the mid-1800s, northern California’s premier city of San Francisco exploded from about 500 residents to well more than 25,000. Today nearly 750,000 people live inside the city limits, making San Francisco the second most densely populated city in the United States.

The Gold Rush 

The day that brought northern California its first wave of settlers was January 24, 1848. That’s when James Marshall, a foreman for Sutter’s Mill near the present-day town of Colona, found pieces of shiny metal in the flume that led away from the mill’s water wheel.

Those pieces turned out to be gold, and within two months, rumors had spread all the way to San Francisco that there were fortunes to be made in the wilds of California. A San Francisco newspaper soon printed the fact that there was gold in the region, and by that summer—less than six months after Marshall’s discovery— newspapers on the East Coast were reporting that a gold rush was on in California.
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Many families try their hands at panning for gold during a northern California vacation. Keep in mind that you can do this on a small or large scale. Some tour companies even have guides in period dress to re-create not just the experience of panning, but panning as it was back in the key gold rush year of 1849.
 
Some 300,000 people relocated to northern California during this time, by way of boat, railroad, and covered wagon. The prospectors came from as far away as Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Australia. These “forty-niners,” as they were known (from the year they came looking to dig up their own personal fortunes), were northern California’s first major group of immigrants. Towns sprang up like daffodils on an April morning, as did churches, schools, and other foundations of civilization as we know it today. Railroads and farms began to spread, constituting the beginning of other industries that are still a major part of the area and its tourism industry. By the end of 1849, California was a state.

Other Areas Emerge  

As folks flooded in, and as the clamor settled down, it was hard not to notice the area’s stunning natural beauty. All around were pristine woods, beaches, lakes, rivers, and mountains, begging for hearty souls to set up homes and businesses and create towns that would last for years. Many of the most beautiful areas were, thankfully, preserved for future generations to enjoy, just as the earliest settlers did. Today, these protected natural gems stretch from Redwood National Park in California’s far northwestern corner to Yosemite and Kings Canyon national parks, in the southeastern part of the northern California divide.

In between these gorgeous natural wonders, settlers discovered soil rich for planting everything from olives to almonds to grapevines. Napa County—known worldwide for its production of fine wines—actually started out as a place where people grew grain and fruit and raised cattle. Silver mining, too, took hold in this part of northern California  while everyone else was a little farther to the east looking for gold.

Just south of Napa, near the budding town of San Francisco, settlers discovered the opportunities that awaited them in San Francisco Bay. European explorers had been poking around in the bay since the 1700s, but it wasn’t until the mid-1800s, the great gold rush, and the MexicanAmerican War that the United States took control of this vast Pacific port. Not only was San Francisco Bay an incredible asset in terms of shipping and transportation, but it was a breeding ground for Dungeness crab, Pacific halibut, and salmon—northern California delicacies that are still much in demand today, from tourists and locals alike.
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Dungeness crab is widely considered a San Francisco–area treat, but the crabs actually are harvested as far north as Alaska’s Aleutian Islands. They take their name not from California, but from the town of Dungeness in the state of Washington, where a festival is held each October in their honor.

Each of these areas has developed distinguishing characteristics that set them apart. You don’t think of wine when someone says “Yosemite,” you don’t think of rock climbing when you hear “Napa Valley,” and you certainly don’t think of hill-climbing streetcars when anyone utters the name of a city other than San Francisco.

That’s why, to plan your ideal vacation, you need to break the region into smaller areas and understand what type of activities each tends to offer.

Lay of the Land 

Much of this book is organized by geographic zone to help you understand the typical vacation activities you’ll find in different parts of the broader region. Sometimes, the zones are cities, as is the case with  major hubs like San Francisco and Sacramento; sometimes, they’re counties, like world-famous Napa and Sonoma; and sometimes, they’re topographical, like the North Coast or Gold Country, where cities and counties tend to blend into a broader swath of general lifestyle and tourist attractions.

In general, this book covers the following regions:

• San Francisco within the city limits 

• San Francisco Bay area 

• Sacramento, the capital of California 

• Wine Country, primarily Napa and Sonoma counties 

• North Coast 

• Central Valley 

• South Coast 

• Northern Mountains 

• Sierra Nevada 

• Gold Country 

• Lake Tahoe, which crosses the California border into Nevada 

As you can see by looking at the map in this chapter, most of these regions are defined by natural boundaries such as mountains and oceans. It really is the lay of the land that determines where you are and what opportunities you can expect to find in much of northern California.

Getting Here 

One of the nice things about northern California is that getting to your destination can be as mesmerizing and beautiful an experience as the destination itself. Certainly, the region is easily accessible by major international airports, but if you have the time and inclination, consider visiting by train, car, camper, or boat. The scenery is gorgeous from literally any direction, and the more of it you and your family see along the way, the better your vacation memories will be.

By Airplane 

There are five international airports located in northern California—San Francisco, Sacramento, San Jose, Fresno-Yosemite, and Oakland—plus Reno-Tahoe International Airport located across the state border in Nevada. The San Francisco hub is by far the biggest, with some 16 million passengers climbing onboard jets and shuttles there each year. Oakland is the second-busiest with 7 million, Sacramento and San Jose are close behind with 5 million each (the same amount as Reno-Tahoe in Nevada), and Fresno-Yosemite has just over 1 million.
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For some people, San Francisco International Airport is a destination unto itself. The aviation library and museum housed onsite are available for rent if you want to hold a private party for up to 250 guests. Catered fine dining and special parking passes can be part of your package deal, so guests don’t have to schlep from economy lots to the food court.

United Airlines has its hub at San Francisco’s airport, and dozens of other airlines also offer service in and out. Commuter and light rail lines connect from the airport to downtown San Francisco and a few other areas, and of course there are easily accessible car rentals, bus transfers, and other private transportation pickups to get you to any part of northern California you would like to visit.

By Train 

Amtrak has multiple routes operating within the region. The Capitol Corridor line runs from San Jose through Oakland and Sacramento up to Auburn, toward the northeastern corner of the state. The San Joaquin line services Oakland, Sacramento, and Stockton, traveling all the way to Fresno. The Pacific Surfliner route begins in San Luis Obispo and heads south to Santa Barbara, eventually crossing  into southern California and stopping at Los Angeles and San Diego.

If you’re coming to California from another state, you can connect with Amtrak trains that head to northern California from multiple U.S. cities. The California Zephyr line runs from Chicago, Illinois, west through Denver, Colorado, and ends in San Francisco. The Coast Starlight line starts in Seattle, Washington, and heads south along California’s length toward its final destination in Los Angeles.
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Some Amtrak trains are outfitted with a limited number of bicycle racks. You can use them on a first-come, first-served basis, or you can call ahead and reserve a space for your family’s twowheeled luggage. There is generally a $5 to $10 fee for reserving a bike rack space, depending on how far you’re traveling.

By Bus 

Greyhound offers countless routes and itineraries from big and small U.S. cities alike into various destinations within northern California. The region’s major cities, including San Francisco, have terminals, as do a good number of the less-populated destinations such as Red Bluff and Arcada.

There’s also a San Francisco-based company called Green Tortoise that offers short and long bus tours all around California and into Nevada. Some routes travel California’s legendary Pacific Coast Highway while others head out toward the desert and Yosemite National Park.

By Car or Camper 

Roadways and campsites are a huge part of the experience. Anyone driving to northern California will find plenty of roadside motels and hotels, and families arriving by camper will find more than 100 RV parks scattered around the landscape.

You might think that RV parks and campsites are limited to scenic areas like national parks and forests, but that’s not the case. The city of San Jose has at least four RV parks, the tony towns of Monterey and Carmel have RV parks, and there are additional parks across the Nevada border in the Lake Tahoe area.
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Some RV parks and campsites, like Yosemite Pines in Groveland, have indoor activities to keep the kids busy on days when nature fails to cooperate with your outdoor plans. The recreation room at Yosemite Pines includes Ping-Pong, air hockey, Foosball tables, and more.

By Boat 

You might look at a map, see the size of San Francisco Bay, and think that northern California is a major boating destination. That’s not the case, primarily because there are so few natural harbors in between San Francisco and points to the north and south. Families with weekend-cruise-style boats often find it difficult to navigate the long distances between, say, Seattle or San Diego and San Francisco Bay.

However, many private marinas along San Francisco Bay will happily offer you a transient slip for your boat for a few nights, a few weeks, or the entire summer season. The city maintains the San Francisco Marina Yacht Harbor, which is less than two miles from the Golden Gate Bridge and composed of two harbors called East and West.

Bigger boats—well, cruise ships, actually—visit San Francisco regularly. Some of the cruise lines that have routes starting, stopping, or visiting the city include Princess, Royal Caribbean, Celebrity, Norwegian Cruise Line, P&O, and Radisson Seven Seas. Of those lines, Princess typically has the most ships based on the West Coast, so your odds are pretty good of finding an available Princess itinerary that includes San Francisco.
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The San Francisco harbormaster puts out a newsletter with up-todate information about slips, amenities, and more in the San Francisco Marina Yacht Harbor area. You can download the newsletter for free online by going to the Web site www.sfgov.org.

Weather and Seasonal Concerns 

Determining the best time of year to visit really depends on what types of activities you and your family plan to enjoy. Some regions offer fabulous hiking all summer long followed by extensive snowmobiling come wintertime. The larger cities like San Francisco and San Jose have ongoing events year-round. You do have to be careful about driving through mountainous areas during winter months when snowfall can make roadways impassable, but aside from that, any time of year can be a good time to visit many parts of northern California.

In general, northern California has a Mediterranean climate, meaning warm to hot summers, cold and snowy winters, and pleasant spring and autumn seasons. In San Francisco, temperatures tend to be in the mid-50s Fahrenheit in January, in the low-70s Fahrenheit in June, and in the low-60s come November.

Some areas draw big crowds during certain times of the year. Napa and Sonoma counties, for instance, have year-round events but are busiest with tourists during the summer months. The same is true for places like Yosemite National Park, where many families visit while children are on summer vacation. Places like Mount Shasta are busy year-round, but the slopes fill up when there’s fresh snowfall during the winter months.

Depending on what you want to do and where you want to go, the most popular times of year are—as you might expect—also going to be the most expensive in terms of food, lodging, and activities.

Typical Prices in Popular Areas 

Make no mistake about it: California is an expensive place to live, visit, and even travel through. Northern California is no exception. The median family income in San Francisco is just shy of $68,000, the third-highest for any large city in the United States. Folks need to earn a lot of money to live in this part of California, as everything seems to cost just a bit more than anywhere else.

Prices for lodging, rental cars, fuel, food, and the like are difficult to pin down in a book, but the following sections will explain what kinds of prices you’ll typically find during the prime seasons in traditional vacation hot spots like San Francisco, Wine Country, and Yosemite National Park.

Prices in San Francisco 

When you think about vacationing in San Francisco, expect to pay rates that are on par with other major U.S. cities such as New York, Chicago, and Miami. July and August are typically the most touristpacked with the fewest deals available, but even during the height of winter in December and January, you’ll have to find a discount package in order to make a dent in the typically sky-high rates.
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If you’re planning to visit San Francisco during a weekend, try to make it one when the Giants or the 49ers are playing out of town. Hotels book up fast, leaving nothing but premium-price rooms when the teams play on their home fields.

The top-rated hotels in San Francisco are operated by the RitzCarlton corporation and can average as much as $500 a night during the prime vacation months each summer. Four-star options can be  found at about half that rate at chains including Hilton, Hyatt, and Marriott. Most are within walking distance of popular downtown attractions.

If you’re willing to stay by the international airport, outside the city limits in a place like Oakland, or outside the cityscape altogether, you can usually find rooms for less than $200 a night. Sometimes, with a good deal and a little luck in your planning, you can find a three-star hotel room in the $150-per-night range.

When choosing a hotel in San Francisco, you can often save money by basing your decision as much on location as on amenities. For instance, if you’re incorporating a cruise ship visit into your vacation plans, you’ll need a hotel near Fisherman’s Wharf instead of downtown—at an average savings of several hundred dollars a night.

You can also save money if you plan your hotel stay as part of a package deal, either by using a Web site company such as www .expedia.com or by choosing a package that’s offered by the city of San Francisco itself. The official Web site www.onlyinsanfrancisco .com promotes package deals on everything from shopping to San Francisco Bay cruising to urban adventures that include electric car rentals.

Prices in Wine Country 

There are a lot of places to find good wine in northern California, but Napa and Sonoma are the most popular counties, known the world over as California Wine Country and particularly noted for the Chardonnays they produce.

You can visit Wine Country any time of year, but summer tends to be the most hectic, with county fairs and wine festivals jamming the streets and hotels. Fall is actually the busiest season in Napa and Sonoma counties because it’s when the wine grapes are harvested and crushed. Watching the vintners in action can be akin to fine theater, and many wine-lovers enjoy the show as much as tasting the wines themselves.
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If you want to learn about winemaking, consider visiting Napa and Sonoma counties during the winter. The crowds die down, the tasting rooms are less packed with people, and the winery workers will have more time to answer your questions and help you understand the subtleties of the varietals they produce.

Lodging in Wine Country is typically of the bed-and-breakfast or cottage variety, with inns that range from basic, which charge less than $150 a night, to antique-filled, which cost $400 a night. There are budget motels and spa retreats alike, and you can also find familiar brand names such as Best Western, Travelodge, and Marriott.

Consider, though, that inns serving food will also typically serve wine, or at least let you carry it in—which is part of the Wine Country experience you’re there to enjoy. That extra $30 a night for a nicer room may make up for your not needing a taxicab or rental car to take you back and forth from eateries to bed night after night during your vacation stay.
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If you choose to stay overnight in your mobile camper at the Napa Valley Expo, you can take the whole family to the Bingo Emporium, where games are held every night of the week some 350 days a year. Games are run by local nonprofits and benefit groups like high school bands and children’s sports teams.

There’s also the option of RV or tent camping in this area—and it can save you a great deal of money. The town of Napa has two such parks, and you can also find places to stay in Calistoga and Helena. The Web site www.napavalley.com offers links to these and more, showing prices as low as $35 a night for RV sites with full hookups.

Prices in Yosemite National Park 

Yosemite National Park is open year-round, though heavy snowfall can lead to road closings from November until as late as May or June as cleanup continues. The summertime is just as beautiful as the winter, though most of the waterfalls are fed by natural snowmelt, so some will tend to slow to a trickle or even dry up altogether come August. The best months to see waterfalls are May and June, which also happens to be when a lot of the wildflowers bloom—before the hazy, hot, and thunderstorm-marred days of deep summer.

You can stay inside the park in anything from a basic tent to a luxury room at the Ahwahnee. Both campgrounds and top-dollar rooms tend to book up fastest from April through September. Rooms at the Ahwahnee start around $400 a night and reach $1,000 a night for suites. At the other end of the price spectrum are places like the Housekeeping Camp, which offers outdoor camping units (three walls and a curtain) with bunk beds and a campfire for as little as $76 per night—and that’s for up to four people in a single unit, not a per-person rate.

Outlying Options for Budget-Conscious Travelers 

It’s hard to pinpoint which outlying areas are the best for budgetconscious travelers for the simple reason that so much of northern California is made up of outlying areas. Charming little towns and out-of-the-way camping grounds are the norm, not the exception, outside of the major tourist areas like San Francisco, Napa, and Yosemite. That’s good if you’ll be traveling on a tight budget, but bad if you’re looking for an easy fix for your vacation-planning purposes.

You will have to research each chapter to look for the outlying area that best suits you. With that caveat in mind, here’s a look at a couple of off-the-beaten-track locations that tend to be more budget-friendly than the hot spots.

Arcata 

Arcata is in the northwestern corner of California, well-positioned for anyone who wants to visit Redwood National Forest or take a drive down the scenic Pacific Coast Highway. The highest temperatures of the year tend to be in the low-60s during the summer months, and thermometers dip down into the 40s each winter.

The hotels include budget chains such as Best Western, Howard Johnson, Super 8, and Comfort Inn. Rates can be as high as $150 a night, but there are deals close to the $75-a-night range, even during the summer. Nearby camping and RV sites have rates as low as $29 a night.

Chico 

Chico is in the Sacramento Valley, about ninety miles north of California’s capital city of Sacramento. Chico has a historic downtown that dates to the mid-1800s and is home to Bidwell Park, which, at 3,670 acres, is one of the largest municipal parks in the entire United States. The city hosts a major air show every August, an arts celebration each October, and self-guided tours of the charming city streets all year round.
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Looking for a museum to tour with the kids on a cloudy day in Chico? How about the National Yo-Yo Museum, home to the world’s largest yo-yo, which weighs in at a whopping 256 pounds. If you visit in October, you can also attend the national yo-yo contest.

Chico has hotels, motels, bed and breakfasts, and nearby RV parks alike. There are brand-name chains like Best Western, Marriott, and Days Inn, and even during the dog days of August, you can find rooms from $40 to $100 a night. RV site rates can be less than $25 a night, and tent-only camping spots are sometimes as low as $10 or $12.

San Francisco 
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CHAPTER 2 
San Francisco 

NORTHERN CALIFORNIA ’S best-known metropolis was once known as the “City of Flags”—a fitting moniker given the diversity of people who make up San Francisco’s population. All those different cultures have swirled together to create a unique cosmopolitan experience, with everything from streetcar rides to Chinatown parades. Even the city’s darkest historical corners, including Alcatraz prison, are now popular tourist destinations that you can enjoy with the entire family.

The City’s History 

San Francisco is surrounded by water on three sides. The Pacific Ocean, San Francisco Bay, and the Golden Gate Strait make up the city’s western, eastern, and northern borders—so it should be no surprise that much of the city’s history has to do with the sea, rivers, and estuaries. Even today, the area’s great bodies of water make themselves known in the fog for which the city is known. July and August, the prime tourism months, are actually also the peak times of year for fog in San Francisco.

It was ever thus, most likely, from the days when the area’s first settlers arrived as clans who wandered across the Bering Strait from Asia a good 20,000 years ago. Those first residents set up villages that survived until the 1500s, when European explorers started poking  the bows of their great ships into San Francisco Bay. Great Britain’s legendary Sir Francis Drake arrived in 1579, though historians still argue about whether he made it into San Francisco proper. Spanish explorer Gaspar de Portolá is credited with making the first recorded entrance into San Francisco Bay in 1769, nearly two full centuries after Drake’s visit.

As settlers on the East Coast prepared to launch the American Revolution, the Spanish began colonizing what would become modern-day San Francisco. Mexico also had a hand in settling the area and controlled it for several years. The city was still coming into its own when the United States annexed California in 1846.
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Spanish settlers originally called the San Francisco area Yerba Buena, an alternate form of hierba buena, which means “good herb” in Spanish. The herb in question, often called Oregon tea today, is used in making drinks and natural medicines. It’s abundant in and around San Francisco, which is why the city went by that name until 1847.

The gold rush brought San Francisco widespread attention. Most of the prospectors and fortune hunters were men, which gave early San Francisco a male-to-female ratio of about ten to one—a helpful tidbit that helps to explain the evolution of the tawdry Barbary Coast section of the city. Many businessmen also emigrated from distant places, bringing with them a banking structure and lending capabilities that helped San Francisco continue to emerge into the 1850s. The transcontinental railroad followed, shipping businesses set themselves up along the waterfronts, and there wasn’t a town that could rival San Francisco any closer than Chicago, Illinois. Indeed, the city seemed poised for unstoppable growth—right up until 1906 and its first major environmental disaster.

Great Earthquake of 1906 

San Francisco sits atop the San Andreas earthquake fault line. Most residents did not know this until 5:14 A.M. on April 18, 1906, when the earth opened up and roared to the tune of 8.25 on the Richter scale—a force so strong it’s estimated to occur no more than once a year on the entire planet. Gas and water mains exploded beneath the city’s streets, hospitals and civic buildings crumbled, and fire sprang up like out-of-control fireworks, eventually burning through what was left of the downtown area for the better part of a week.
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If you want to learn about the San Francisco earthquake, just go to the Virtual Museum of the City of San Francisco at www .sfmuseum.org. There, you can view photographs, read eyewitness accounts, and even see the desperate mayor’s orders to “instantly kill anyone caught looting or committing any other serious crimes.”

San Francisco became a virtual tent city after that, but its residents did not give up easily. In fact, the city was in good enough shape to host the World’s Fair in 1915. The Golden Gate Bridge went up in the 1930s, and an orderly pace of life continued to take root well into the 1960s.

Summer of Love 

Social change, as you might call it, grew out of the neighborhoods in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district in 1967. That was the year of the “summer of love,” when Grateful Dead fans, psychedelic drug users, and hippies from the counterculture first came into the public awareness. Across San Francisco Bay in Berkeley, free speech pioneers became more outspoken, joined by Vietnam War protestors and members of the fledgling Black Panther Party.

The counterculture movement continues today in San Francisco, which is well known for its liberal bent. But big business is never too far beneath the surface, as quickly became apparent during the 1990s with the dot-com boom.

Rise of Silicon Valley 

The Silicon Valley, as it were, is just south of San Francisco proper, but many of the people who made the high-tech region such a powerful economic force are commuters who live or play in the city. The area is generally believed to be the epicenter of the dotcom Internet boom of the mid-1990s, when real estate prices in San Francisco jumped sky high. The effects of those property gains are still felt today, which is why hotel rooms in the city are so much more expensive than in other similar-sized cities around the world. The good news is that you can usually find WiFi pretty much anywhere you choose to sleep, eat, or just grab a cup of coffee.

Still, as big as the technology sector is, it is dwarfed by San Francisco’s tourism economy. The city typically draws the third-highest number of foreign tourists in all of America each year, injecting billions of dollars into the economy, thanks to a widespread desire to ride on streetcars, eat Rice-A-Roni, and cross the Golden Gate Bridge.

Must-See, Must-Do 

You could spend a lifetime in San Francisco and still not be able to enjoy everything the city has to offer. But if you have only a week, there are definitely a handful of must-see, must-do treats that should be on your family’s list.

Traverse the Golden Gate Bridge 

The Golden Gate Bridge is one of the most recognizable landmarks in the world, and any trip to San Francisco should include at least a glimpse of the famous structure. When it was built in 1937, it was the world’s largest suspension bridge. It’s now the second-largest in the United States, after New York’s Verrazano-Narrows Bridge.

After you’ve taken your fill of photographs from afar, check out the Golden Gate Bridge up close and in person. You can drive across by paying a $5 toll, but if you really want to enjoy the scenic views, take the free route and walk along the sidewalk. It’s a two-mile hike each way, and parking is available at both ends of the bridge. The sidewalks are open from 6 A.M. to 6 P.M.
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What color is the Golden Gate Bridge? If you said red—well, guess again. The bridge is actually a shade called “international orange,” which consulting architect Irving Morrow chose in part to make the bridge more visible in San Francisco’s notorious fog. A team of close to forty painters work on periodic maintenance to ensure the bridge maintains its photogenic appeal.

Take a Cable Car Ride 

If you’ve ever seen a Rice-A-Roni commercial, then you’re familiar with San Francisco’s famous cable car system. The buslike vehicles still make their way along train track–like rails that are built right into the hilly city streets. The infrastructure that makes cable cars work has itself become an icon, as it is the world’s last remaining manually operated cable car system in permanent operation.

Cable cars actually date back to well before the 1906 earthquake, which, as you might imagine, decimated the public transportation system along with pretty much everything else. The system was rebuilt, but never with the same gusto it had in the early days, since electric and then gas-fueled cars soon overtook cable cars in terms of speed, cost, and comfort. Today, there are three cable car routes still in operation, with the main two ferrying tourists from the Union Square area to Fisherman’s Wharf.

Cable car rides cost $5 per person, but if you plan to ride all day, consider getting the $10 daylong pass. If you’re older than 65, you can ride for just $1 before 7 A.M. or after 9 p.m.

Visit the Coit Tower 

Coit Tower is not as well known as, say, New York City’s Empire State Building, Chicago’s Sears Tower, or Seattle’s Space Needle. But the principle is the same: This is where you go if you want a spectacular 360-degree view of San Francisco and all the land and water beyond the city limits.

The tower stands 210 feet and gets a bit more of a height bump from the fact that it is built atop Telegraph Hill in Pioneer Park. From the top on a clear day, you can see the Golden Gate Bridge, Alcatraz prison, Pier 39, Treasure Island, and more.

Inside the Art Deco tower, there are some pretty terrific views, too—of murals by twenty-six different artists. You can see most of the murals free of charge. However, if you don’t want to take the stairs up to the top of the tower, you’ll have to pay the $3.75 elevator fee (kids between 6 and 12 pay $1.50).
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Because Coit Tower is at the top of a hill, parking can be limited, especially during peak tourism months like July and August. If you are in good health, leave the rental car at the hotel and use a good pair of sneakers to get up the hill.

Other Places to Visit 

The Golden Gate Bridge, streetcars, and Coit Tower are just a few of the places you’ll want to see during your family vacation to San Francisco.

Check out a few of the areas downtown, not to mention the Golden Gate Recreation Area, Alcatraz Island, and cultural spots like the Fillmore.

Touring Downtown 

Touring downtown San Francisco is just like touring any other major city—you need to keep your wits about you, keep your cash hidden, and keep your family together. There’s no need for alarm. This city is safe enough to remain popular with tourists year-round, but keep in mind that tourists tend to draw pickpockets and unscrupulous sellers of everything from $5 ice cream cones to bus tours that don’t go anywhere. Work with reputable operators, and use common sense to avoid becoming a victim.

Downtown San Francisco has many sections, including a Financial District and a Civic Center. Most tourists aren’t interested in trading stocks or talking with government representatives, though, so the rest of this section will focus on four areas that you may want to check out: Fisherman’s Wharf, Chinatown, Union Square, and the Alamo Square Historic District in the Western Addition section.

Fisherman’s Wharf 

Many tourists go straight from the airport to the Fisherman’s Wharf section of downtown, where you can get fresh Dungeness crab with a side of clam chowder served in a sourdough bread bowl. In fact, Fisherman’s Wharf is well known for its food, but there’s a lot more to the area that you can enjoy if you take some time to look around.
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Fisherman’s Wharf is always bustling with tourists and locals alike, but if you want to see the area at its most impressive, visit during the Fourth of July holiday for fireworks or during Fleet Week in October, when you can catch some of the best overhead views of fighter pilots speeding across the sky in fantastic formations.

The wharf area extends from Pier 39 to Aquatic Park, which abuts the National Maritime Museum of San Francisco and the grounds of Fort Mason. The wharf also includes Pier 41, which is the base for ferries to Angel Island and Alcatraz, and the Cannery Shopping Center and Ghirardelli Square, which are filled with store owners ready to help you lighten the load of souvenir money in your pocketbook. There’s no longer a thriving working waterfront here, as most of the landscape has been overrun by shops, amusement areas, and quirky establishments like the Wax Museum at Fisherman’s Wharf and the Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum. Pier 39 is a shopping extravaganza, with local enterprises mixing in among the national chains such as the Disney Store and the NFL Shop. Places to spend a little less coin on Pier 39 include the San Francisco Carousel, which is just $2 per ride, and the docks overlooking nearby rocks, where you and the kids can watch sea lions play for free. If you decide on the latter, consider going after you eat. The smell of sea lion poop just may ruin your appetite.
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Aquarium of the Bay is right next to Pier 39 and has a 300-foot see-through tube that you can walk through while watching sharks and other animals swim all around you. There’s also a program called “Aqua Tots” specially designed for 2- to 5-year-old kids who want to learn in interactive style about the animals that live in San Francisco Bay.

Right next to the Aquatic Park section of Fisherman’s Wharf, you’ll find the National Maritime Museum of San Francisco and the Hyde Street Pier Historic Ships, where you can climb aboard an 1886 schooner, an old passenger ferry, a 1915 steam schooner, and more.

The ships are often called a floating national park because they’re so impressive. The 301-foot Balclutha, for instance, is a three-masted  vessel built to carry goods all over the world. She entered service in 1886 after being built near Glasgow, Scotland, and was found to be so reliable on the ocean’s waters that she ended up carrying freight around South America’s Cape Horn seventeen times. She even appeared in the 1962 movie Mutiny on the Bounty.
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