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San Francisco, Marin County & Wine Country

This classic NorCal itinerary explores San Francisco, then heads north up the rugged 
coast, and inland to Wine Country. San Francisco begs exploration – its hills, cable 
cars, glorious bay and dynamic culture are unique in the world. Wander hidden alley-
ways in Chinatown, see Beat-poet hangouts in North Beach and ascend Telegraph Hill 
beneath flocks of wild parrots. Head to Golden Gate Park for gorgeous gardens and 
thrilling museums, then get off the beaten path in the Mission District to find colorful 
murals and great cheap eats. Cross the Golden Gate Bridge to the Marin Headlands 
and hike cliffs rising straight from the Pacific. Or wander among redwoods – the world’s 
tallest trees – at cathedral-like Muir Woods National Monument. For a full-day trip, 
go whale-watching on the rugged coast of Point Reyes National Seashore. Stay the 
night.

Explore Sonoma Coast State Beach, near Bodega Bay, then cut inland to tiny Occi-
dental and Wine Country to spend another night. Recharge in thermal springs and mud 
baths in Calistoga before sampling famous California vintages in the surrounding Napa 
Valley. Head to Napa and return to San Francisco via Sonoma to explore historic sights 
between visits to wine-tasting rooms, and picnic on the state’s largest town square. 

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd
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The serpentine stretch of Hwy 1 (and Hwy 101) between San Luis Obispo and the Or-
egon border is among Northern California’s most epic road trips, connecting cute beach 
towns, rugged coastline and majestic redwood forests. 

From the college town of San Luis Obispo, head straight to jaw-dropping Hearst 
Castle National Historic Monument (reservations essential). Here begins one of 
America’s most famous drives: the Big Sur coast, 1000ft above the Pacific. Spend at 
least one night between Hearst Castle and Santa Cruz. Choose your adventure: a roman-
tic hideaway in Big Sur, the West’s best aquarium at Monterey, or a classic beachside 
amusement park, complete with boardwalk and bone-rattling wooden roller coaster at 
Santa Cruz. Or combine them over several days.

Get an early start for San Francisco, the thrilling urban centerpiece of the trip – 
spend at least two days exploring the City by the Bay. Then continue north for a day to 
Point Reyes National Seashore and Sonoma Coast State Beach, where you can stop 
for picnicking, tide-pooling and whale-watching. Here the coast gets wild again, with 
windswept bluffs and nary a traffic light. Spend a couple of nights in a seaside cottage 
near Gualala and dawdle on hidden beaches; or book a B&B in moody Mendocino to 
gallery-hop, explore rocky headlands and fall asleep beside a crackling fire. 

Highway 1 cuts inland and joins four-lane Hwy 101 at the Lost Coast, the North 
Coast’s premier backpacking destination. Leave the main highway to follow the parallel-
running Avenue of the Giants, flanked by towering redwoods. Most people turn around 
after the Avenue, but to see the depth of the redwood forests, keep going north. Detour 
from the main road for lunch in the cute-as-a-button Victorian village of Ferndale, or 
the wildly progressive college town of Arcata. Spend two days exploring the magnificent 
ancient groves of Redwood National & State Parks before returning south.
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To see Northern California’s most spectacular scenery, plan to make a loop around the 
entire region. Begin with a dose of big-city culture in San Francisco. Get a taste of 
the California food scene at the Ferry Building market, then hop on a ferry to notorious 
Alcatraz. Plan to ride a cable car, wander the waterfront, and discover the spectacular 
gardens and museums of Golden Gate Park. Head north over the famous Golden Gate 
Bridge to Marin County and the windswept coastline of Point Reyes National Seashore. 
California’s most famous grapes grow nearby in Wine Country – leave time to explore the 
over-the-top wineries of Napa Valley and historic Sonoma. If you’ve extra time, get lost 
on back roads in the Russian River Valley. Wine Country meets the boondocks in hid-
den Anderson Valley, on the way north to coastal Mendocino, a picture-perfect New 
England–like village on rocky Pacific headlands above the roaring surf.

Work your way north, past Leggett, where Hwy 1 cuts inland and joins Hwy 101; here 
begins the Redwood Coast, home to the world’s tallest trees. In Humboldt Redwoods 
State Park drive beneath towering redwoods along the Avenue of the Giants. Stop for a 
night in conservative Eureka, with its pretty waterfront and candy-colored Victorians; 
or let your hair down with the college kids in Eureka’s left-leaning neighbor, Arcata. 
Turn east on Hwy 299 for a mountainous scenic drive toward Gold Rush–era Weaver-
ville, skirting the lake-studded Trinity Alps. Head north on I-5 to gape at stunning Mt 
Shasta, then head southeast on Hwy 89 to Lassen Volcanic National Park (p32), that 
hellishly beautiful volcanic landscape in the Cascade Range. Keep trucking southeast on 
Hwy 89 to Lake Tahoe, a four-season mountain resort. Spend a couple of nights. After-
ward, cut south down the Eastern Sierra and Hwy 395 to the back-door entrance into 
Yosemite National Park, via summertime-only Tioga Rd. 

If you’ve time, tack on a drive down spectacularly scenic Hwy 395, which passes 
between the highest and lowest points in the contiguous US: Mt Whitney and Death 
Valley. Otherwise, after a night or two in Yosemite Valley, go south to Sequoia & Kings 
Canyon National Parks and wander groves of giant sequoias – the world’s most mas-
sive living things. 
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grounds, hike snowy peaks, find petroglyphs in caves, be awed by redwoods and seduced by the wild 
coast. Find out more about Celeste at www.celestebrash.com.

Tienlon Ho
Sacramento & Central Valley, Gold Country An Ohioan by birth but a Californian 
at stomach, Tienlon Ho has walked, run, climbed, crawled, tumbled, fished, 
swam, and eaten her way around the state enough times to say California is huge, 
and spectacular. Besides writing guides and books for Lonely Planet, she writes 
about food, environment, and technology for a number of publications. Follow her 

travels and more at tienlon.com and @tienlonho.

Beth Kohn
Marin County & the Bay Area, Lake Tahoe, Yosemite & the Sierra Nevada, 
California Wildlife, Best Hikes of the Sierra Nevada A lucky long-time resident 
of San Francisco, Beth lives to be playing outside or splashing in big puddles of 
water. For this guide, she hiked and biked Bay Area byways, backpacked Yosemite 
and Lake Tahoe in winter and soaked in myriad mountain view hot springs. An 

author of Lonely Planet’s Yosemite, Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks and Mexico guides, 
you can see more of her work at www.bethkohn.com.
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Coordinating Author, Napa & Sonoma Wine Country John A Vlahides co-hosts 
the TV series Lonely Planet: Roads Less Travelled, screening on National 
Geographic Channels International. John studied cooking in Paris, with the same 
chefs who trained Julia Child, and is also a former luxury-hotel concierge and 
member of Les Clefs d’Or, the international union of the world’s elite concierges. 
He lives in San Francisco, sings tenor with the Grammy-winning San Francisco 

Symphony, and spends free time biking SF and skiing the Sierra. For more, see JohnVlahides.com, 
twitter.com/JohnVlahides. 

Sara Benson
Central Coast After graduating from college, Sara jumped on a plane to Cali-
fornia with just one suitcase and $100 in her pocket. After driving tens of thou-
sands of miles to every corner of this state, she settled in a little beach town 
halfway between San Francisco and LA. She’s an avid hiker, backpacker, cyclist 
and all-seasons outdoor enthusiast who has worked for the National Park Ser-
vice in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The author of more than 65 travel and non-

fiction books, Sara is the lead writer for Lonely Planet’s California, California’s Best Trips, Coastal 
California and Los Angeles, San Diego & Southern California guides. Follow her latest adventures 
online at www.indietraveler.blogspot.com, www.indietraveler.net, @indie_traveler on Twitter and 
indietraveler on Instagram. 

Alison Bing
San Francisco Over 10 guidebooks and 20 years in San Francisco, author Alison 
Bing has spent more time on Alcatraz than some inmates, become an aficio-
nado of drag and burritos, and willfully ignored Muni signs warning that “safety 
requires avoiding unnecessary conversation.”

Celeste Brash
North Coast & Redwoods, Northern Mountains Celeste’s ancestors moved to 
Northern California in 1906 and this is the region she will always consider home. 
After 15 years in French Polynesia she now lives in the Pacific Northwest and was 
thrilled to head south to explore and imbibe the treasures of her old stomping 

Read more about Sara at: 
lonelyplanet.com/members/Sara_Benson
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lonelyplanet.com/members/johnvlahides

OVER
PAGE

MORE 
WRITERS



©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd

© Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd. To make it easier for you to use, 
access to this chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it’s fair 
to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other 
words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass 
email it to everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions 
on our site for a longer way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with 
our content.’


	Title Page
	Itineraries
	San Francisco, Marin County & Wine Country
	Up the Coast
	Northern California Classics

	Our Writers



