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Do you want to send postcards from the edge this summer?

From the edge of Northern California, that is. When the heat is on 

in Sacramento, it’s time to head west. From an exotic way into Big 

Sur to a country highway that leads to Mendocino, we’ve got four 

glorious road trips that will take you there and away from it all. 

This time, it’s about the journey and the destination. Let’s motor.

By Matthew Jaffe 

and Kate Washington
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BIG SUR 
If  Highway 1 is the obvious front door, Nacimiento-
Fergusson Road is the deliciously hidden back door into 
Big Sur. Beginning at Fort Hunter Liggett on the Salinas 
Valley side of  the Santa Lucia Range, the road twists 
about 25 miles through an undiscovered and unspoiled 
corner of  California before joining Highway 1 at the 
coast. For more than 100 miles, roughly between Paso 
Robles and Carmel, it’s the only route that crosses the 
range to the coast. And along its run, this winding road 
manages an impressive feat: It redefines your sense of  
just what Big Sur is. Most of  us know Big Sur as an  
incomparable meeting of  ocean and mountains. But 
what you see from Highway 1 is essentially a wall, albeit a 
mighty impressive one. Nacimiento-Fergusson gives you 
a glimpse into what’s on the other side of  that wall—a 
vast, rugged wilderness of  deep canyons and peaks that 
reach nearly 6,000 feet. And don’t worry, you’ll still get 
your ocean fix on this route. First there’s the panorama 
from nearly 3,000 feet as Nacimiento-Fergusson reaches 
its highest point, a view that’s especially spectacular on 
foggy days when a white cloak covers the Pacific to the 
horizon. Then head north on Highway 1 and Big Sur 
delivers its classics: waterfalls, redwood groves and the 
crash, bang, boom of  ocean versus rock.

The stunning view 
from the summit of 

Cone Peak in Big Sur
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THE ROUTE
From Sacramento, take I-80 west to I-680 south.  
Continue to U.S. 101 south. The Big Sur road trip begins 
near King City. Exit at County Rd. G14/Jolon Rd. Con-
tinue south about 20 miles. Turn right at Mission Rd. Visit 
Mission San Antonio de Padua, then take Mission Rd. and 
turn right on Del Venturi Rd. Continue a short distance 
to Nacimiento-Fergusson Rd., which officially begins at a 
green iron bridge about three miles from the mission. Then 
follow signs for the coast. It’s around 25 miles from the  
mission to Hwy 1, which you then follow north into Big Sur 
and Point Lobos, which is just south of  Carmel.
 A couple of  notes about Nacimiento-Fergusson Road: 
If  you’re skittish about winding, mountain roads, then skip 
it. The road is paved but narrow and more challenging 
than Hwy 1. But it’s relatively short (roughly an hour), so 
drive slowly and enjoy. Operations at Fort Hunter Liggett 
cause occasional delays, so call ahead at 831-386-2513. 

THE PIT STOP
Stop in Salinas at the National Steinbeck Center (1 Main 
St.; 831-775-4721; steinbeck.org). The center looks at 
the author’s life and often controversial career, as well as 
the history and agriculture of  the region that shaped his  
writing. Then discover why Monterey County’s reputation  
for wine continues to grow at A Taste of  Monterey  
(127 Main St.; 831-751-1980; tastemonterey.com) 
and sample local wines and find bottles from over 70  
wineries. Also nearby is Monterey Coast Brewing Compa-
ny (165 Main St.; 831-758-2337), which serves wood-fired 
pizzas, salads, sandwiches and a changing beer selection.

Four for
the Road 

Want to beat the heat?

Stay cool with these splashy

coastal road trips, from 

Mendocino to Big Sur.
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THE TRIP
starting point: King city

MiSSion San anTonio de Padua
What’s appealing about this mission (end of  Mission  
Rd.; 831-385-4478; missionsanantonio.net) is its isola-
tion. Tucked inside Fort Hunter Liggett and miles from 

the nearest highway, the mission lets you experience its rose garden, 
cloisters and 1812 church in solitude. William Randolph Hearst 
played a major role in its restoration, and near the mission 
his Julia Morgan-designed ranch house is now open as the rustic  
Hacienda lodge (Fort Hunter Liggett, Bldg. 101; 831-386-2262; 
rooms $40-$120 per night).

Cone Peak Turnoff
Nacimiento-Fergusson takes you through beautiful 
stands of  valley oak before leaving army land and 
entering Los Padres National Forest. The road runs 

along Nacimiento Creek then climbs to outstanding views. For 
a side trip, turn right at signs for Cone Peak and the narrow, 
dirt road (definitely not for nervous drivers) leads slowly north 
in under six miles to a trailhead. On the 6.4-mile round-trip 
hike, you’ll climb 1,100 feet to the summit and lookout tower. 
The drop from the peak to the Pacific is among the  
steepest in the lower 48 and delivers incomparable 
views up and down the coast. (For more specific trail direc-
tions, contact the Monterey Ranger District at 831-385-5434).

Julia Pfeiffer BurnS STaTe Park
Stop at this gorgeous park (831-667-2315; parks.ca.gov), 
where walks of  under 15 minutes lead to two waterfalls. 
On the ocean side, McWay Falls is maybe Big 

Sur’s most famous landmark, thanks to a cascade that 
drops 80 feet to the beach. On the park’s inland side, most of  

the Ewoldsen Trail remains closed following fires, but a short open 
section leads to views of  a 30-foot-tall waterfall in a redwood forest.

“downTown” Big Sur 
With its concentration of  lodging, restaurants and  
attractions, this section of  Highway 1 is about as 
close to a city center as Big Sur gets.

 Your first stop is The Henry Miller Memorial Library  
(831-667-2574; henrymiller.org), which is located in the onetime 
cabin of  Miller’s friend Emil White. Although a sign on the gate  
declares, “Where Nothing Happens,” the library hosts concerts, 
readings and film screenings. (Upcoming events include a solo 
acoustic performance by Black Francis from the Pixies on Aug. 15 
and the finale of  the International Short Film Screening Series on 
Aug. 29.) Its store has a comprehensive selection of  Big Sur books 
and Miller’s works. Nearby on the ocean side, Nepenthe restaurant 
(48510 Hwy 1; 831-667-2345; nepenthebigsur.com) remains one of  
Big Sur’s prime gathering places. Grab a spot along the rail, 
take in the sweeping views and dig into an Ambrosia 
burger—a Nepenthe classic made of  coarsely ground beef  served 
on a steak roll and topped by a sauce with a little extra zing thanks to 
a touch of  salsa. Then pick up some jewelry, including pieces made 
of  Big Sur jade, at Nepenthe’s gift shop, The Phoenix.
 If  you’re in a splurge mood, a stay at Ventana Inn & Spa (48123 
Hwy 1; 831-667-2331; ventanainn.com; rooms start at $500 per 
night) lets you retreat into rustic elegance that’s posh yet true to Big 
Sur’s natural spirit. Ventana has ocean views but connects more  
directly to the surrounding forest and hills. One treat is to walk 
from your room through the woods along a lighted trail 
to the recently rebuilt The Restaurant at Ventana. Its new executive 
chef, Truman Jones, who has worked with Hell’s Kitchen’s Gordon 
Ramsay, incorporates Big Sur ingredients into the seasonal Califor-
nia menu, including California white sea bass caught by local boats, 
morels and chanterelles gathered by area foragers and produce from 

the hotel’s organic gardens.
 The question at the Big Sur Bakery & Restaurant (47540 
Hwy 1; 831-667-0520; bigsurbakery.com) is just what meal to eat 
here. Of  course, you might be tempted to try all three, especially 
after you’ve had the nine-grain pancake cooked in a wood-
burning oven for breakfast. Next to the bakery, stop by Big Sur 
Spirit Garden (831-238-1056; bigsurspiritgarden.com) to see its 
didgeridoos, tribal art and treehouse-like spirit nests created by 
artist-owner Jayson Fann.
 For a coastal area, Big Sur doesn’t have many accessible 
beaches. Pfeiffer Beach (one mile from Hwy 1 on Sycamore  
Canyon Rd.; 831-385-5434) is the exception, and is exceptionally 
beautiful with giant rock formations, dunes and natural arches.

PoinT loBoS STaTe 
naTural reServe
On the way to Carmel, you’ll find numerous turn-
outs, each seemingly with a better view than the last. 

Save up your energy for a hike in Point Lobos (831-624-4909;  
pointlobos.org). With its forested headlands, quiet coves 
and ocean-sculpted Monterey cypress, Point Lobos has 
the perfect aesthetics of a Japanese print. Follow the 
North Shore Trail from Whalers Cove out to the Allan Memorial  
Grove for the most spectacular views. Like Nacimiento- 
Fergusson, Point Lobos straddles two worlds: To the north is the 
unreal, manicured green of  Pebble Beach, and to the south the 
untamed wildness of  Big Sur. Civilization awaits at the end of  
your trip, but Big Sur doesn’t give up without a fight. 

SANTA CRUZ 
If  you’ve been longing for a classic, SoCal-style beach 
vacation, but dreading the six-plus-hour drive to get 
there, load up your surfboard and head straight for Santa 
Cruz. With its laid-back vibe and sunny skies, S.C. is as 
close as NorCal gets to L.A.—but better, since it comes 
without smog and with a fun journey there and back. 
Along the road that twists over the Santa Cruz Moun-
tains, between San Jose and the coast, you can exit for 
surprises like a Michelin-starred temple of  gastronomy 
tucked into a sweet small town or for sips of  smooth 
pinot noir in the area’s highly regarded wineries. 
 As you cruise down Highway 17 into downtown 
Santa Cruz, with its surf  shops and pizza joints, the 
road leads easily to the wide golden beach; on the 
way out of  town, Highway 1 heads up to the lightly  
visited San Mateo coast, with soaring vistas of  endless 
aquamarine blue and waves edged by golden sandstone 
bluffs and wide fields, plus everything from views of  
elephant seals to a great taqueria hidden in a rural 
gas station. All this, and one of  the best amusement 
parks around, too, at the fabled Santa Cruz Beach  
Boardwalk? Get going: Surf ’s up. 

THE ROUTE
To get to the Santa Cruz coastal loop, take I-80 
west to I-880 south, following I-880 all the way 
to San Jose. Where I-880 ends, CA 17 begins; 
the start of  CA 17 marks the beginning of  the 
road trip. Follow CA 17 south to Santa Cruz, stop-
ping in Los Gatos; from Santa Cruz, follow Hwy 1 north 
to Pescadero and Half  Moon Bay. Return to Sacramento via CA 
92 to I-880 north and I-80 east. 

THE TRIP
starting point: the start of 

california highway 17 leaving San Jose 

loS gaToS 
There are two good reasons to exit the highway and 
stop almost immediately: wine and food. The winer-
ies of  the Santa Cruz Mountains stretch well into the 

hills, and the tree-lined Highway 17 leading out of  town looks all 
but unpopulated. But tucked away on seemingly unpromising side 
roads are acclaimed wineries galore. Grab a map (or view at the 
wine association’s Web site: scmwa.com) and get tasting. Not to 
be missed, in the main town of  Los Gatos, is Testarossa (300A  
College Ave.; 408-354-6150; testarossa.com). Named for the 
proprietor’s red hair (he was given the nickname when trav-
eling in Italy), it’s situated in a historic Jesuit winery  
with an imposing stone-arched entrance and a 
lineup of restrained chardonnays and lush pinot 
noirs. Perhaps the area’s top spot for pinot is the celebrated  
David Bruce Winery (21439 Bear Creek Rd.; 800-397-9972;  
davidbrucewinery.com); a stone’s throw away is hilltop Bying-
ton Vineyard & Winery (21850 Bear Creek Rd.; 408-354-1111;  
byington.com). Across Highway 17, the setting for Burrell School 
Vineyards & Winery dates to 1854 (and was indeed the site of  a 
long-ago schoolhouse) and now features award-winning chardon-
nays (24060 Summit Rd.; 408-353-6290; burrellschool.com). 
 After all that tasting, how about dinner? Manresa, the  
celebrated two-Michelin-starred eatery of  chef-owner David 
Kinch (320 Village Ln.; 408-354-4330; manresarestaurant.com), 
is worth doubling back into town. Kinch won the James 
Beard Award for the Best Chef in the Pacific region 
this year, and his ever-changing prix fixe and tasting menus  
innovatively combine locally sourced ingredients, like biodynamic 
produce exclusively grown for the restaurant by a nearby farm, 
with distinctive Spanish, French and Japanese influences. (An 
entrée of  local abalone with onions, coriander and sorrel is a 
prime example.) P.S. Manresa is open for dinner only, Wednesday 
through Sunday, and reservations are suggested.

SanTa Cruz BeaCh Boardwalk
Acres of  golden sand and beach volleyball, gentle surf  
for wading or paddling, and ample parking: Santa 
Cruz’s main beach would be a dream come true even 

if  it weren’t for the celebrated amusement park right next door. 
Free entry to the Beach Boardwalk (400 Beach St.; 831-423-5590;  
beachboardwalk.com) means you can scope out the rides and fun at 
your leisure, from tame fun like the Sky Glider, with candy-colored 
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tram cars floating high above the frenzy, to the 85-year-old  
Giant Dipper roller coaster, a national historic land-
mark and the park’s most popular ride; it’s estimated that 
more than 50 million riders have gone on its ups and downs. Adja-
cent to the midway are an arcade, a bowling alley and an outdoor 
stage that features free Friday night concerts (through Sept. 3; fans 
of  the ’80s New Wave won’t want to miss A Flock of  Seagulls on  
Aug. 6, while those who came of  age in the ’90s can check out 
Spin Doctors on Aug. 13). If  you’re tempted to stay awhile—and  
you will be—book a room (which all have ocean views, by 
the way) at the revamped Dream Inn (175 West Cliff  Dr.;  
831-426-4330; dreaminnsantacruz.com; rooms $199-$389 per 
night), a Joie de Vivre property that reopened in 2008 with a hip 
mid-century-modern facelift (think frosted glass paneling and 
playful Day-Glo furniture in the lobby) that nods to the hotel’s 
humble 1960s beginnings as a motor lodge. Right on the beach 
and with a number of  poolside rooms to boot, Dream Inn’s  
boutique feel and dizzying views of  the horseshoe-shaped 
Monterey Bay make it irresistible. 

SwifT STreeT CourTyard
A surprisingly restful, lavender-scented courtyard 
tucked into an otherwise semi-industrial neigh-
borhood offers several winery tasting rooms, 

plus fun shopping and a great bakery. The jewel among the  
wineries is the acclaimed—and deliberately quirky and  
experimental—Bonny Doon (328 Ingalls St.; 831-425-4518;  
bonnydoonvineyard.com). The tasting room features 
quirky mod-barn architecture (including what  
appears to be a hanging spacecraft made from  
salvage goods), pourers with an irreverent ’tude (but plenty 
of  insider knowledge) and pours of  esoteric wines you abso-
lutely can’t get anywhere else, like a crisp Portuguese blend, the 
Vinho Grinho, or a biodynamic Ca’ del Solo Muscat, with a 
honeysuckle nose. When you’re done tasting, stock up for your 
next beach picnic—or just grab a delectable chocolate-glazed 
cream puff  for a snack—at Kelly’s French Bakery around the 
corner (402 Ingalls St.; 831-423-9059; kellysfrenchbakery.com). 
Hits include refined sandwiches, the buttery quiche and, new 
this summer, a walk-up window across the courtyard that serves 
the bakery’s house-made ice creams and sorbets.

año nuevo 
STaTe reServe
From Santa Cruz, head out of  town 
on Highway 1 north, where plentiful  

beach and state park stops beckon. The route 
is full of expansive views of the sea, 
with tangles of brambly overgrowth  
giving way occasionally to vegetable  
fields and wide skies framed by  
dramatic sandstone bluffs. Pull over at 
almost any turnout and you’ll find a breathtak-
ing view or coastal access. Some of  our favorites 
include the historic buildings and solitary bluff  
trails at Wilder Ranch State Park just north of  
Santa Cruz, which was formerly a dairy ranch; 
beautiful Waddell Beach, with its plenitude of  
colorful windsurfers and kite surfers to watch; 

and isolated, wild Año Nuevo State Reserve, a major gathering 
place for elephant seals, which can be seen in the park year-
round (note that the road to the viewing area closes daily at 3:30 
p.m. in August and 3 p.m. in September; parks.ca.gov).

PeSCadero
The road up the coast is dotted with farm stands 
selling local produce like artichokes, strawberries 
and peas. If  all that makes you hungry, turn two 

miles inland for a stop in the tiny, charming town of  Pescadero,  
where you can pick up a meal for one last beach picnic at  
Taqueria y Mercado de Amigos (1999 Pescadero Creek Rd.;  
650-879-0232)—an excellent lunch counter hidden inside a 
single-pump gas station (hint: the al pastor and carne asada are 
especially good). Want to sit down and linger? Cross the street 
for dinner at the historic Duarte’s Tavern (first opened in 1894), 
where you won’t want to miss the artichoke soup, local 
seafood or olallieberry pie (202 Stage Rd.; 650-879-0464;  
duartestavern.com). Once you’re refueled, head back to  
Highway 1 and toward home (via Half  Moon Bay and Highway 
92), with the glint of  the sun off  the sea a last reminder of  Santa 
Cruz’s seemingly endless summer. p
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SONOMA
Hear “Sonoma” and you might think of  placid wine 
country. But Sonoma County is big, and it has a wilder 
side, too: its rock-torn, isolated beaches. Elemental yet 
inviting, swept with winds and mists that cloak it in a 
Brigadoon-like timelessness, smelling of  salt and fresh 
wildflowers, the Sonoma coast is almost unmatched  
for rugged beauty. The road that snakes up it,  
Highway 1, clings perilously to the side of  the  
continent with dips and cliff-side twists that make up 
for the sense of  danger with jaw-dropping views. (Don’t 
worry, drivers: Yes, you’ll need to keep your eyes on the 
road, but there are enough turnouts and vista points 
dotted along the road that you’ll be able to pull over for 
your share of  gawking.) 
 The road to this remote coastal paradise, however, 
leads through rich farm country, dotted with cheese 
makers and locally sourced restaurants and, yes, 
wineries. You’ll feel like you’ve escaped to a faraway 
place, even a land out of  time, but you’re never far 
from a taste of  local fried chicken or a spot to pick 
up bread and aged Jersey milk cheddar for a beach 
picnic. Your trip to this seemingly lost coast will be a 
welcome one of  indulgence and freedom. So hop in 
the car, and find yourself  there.

THE ROUTE
To get to the Sonoma coast loop, take I-80 west to CA 37 
west. Exit on U.S. 101 north, then exit on E. Washington St. in  
Petaluma, where the road trip loop begins. E. Washington 
becomes Bodega Ave.; follow it west from Petaluma to Valley 
Ford. Continue on Valley Ford Rd. and then onto Hwy 1 north, 
which you then follow to Bodega Bay and Jenner (and beyond 
to Sea Ranch if  you’re in the mood).

THE TRIP
the starting point: downtown Petaluma

PeTaluMa 
You’ll want to stop almost before you’ve started in this 
once-quiet farm town’s revitalized, sweet 
19th-century downtown, which is the ideal 

place to stroll on the waterfront, browse antique and 
specialty shops (try Maude Rare Finds for gorgeous children’s 
goods with a vintage flair) or pack a picnic for a coastal adventure. 
Bakery Della Fattoria (141 N. Petaluma Blvd.; 707-763-0161; 
dellafattoria.com) makes a briny, tangy Meyer lemon–rosemary  
loaf  that’s a perfect match for sea air, a house-made granola 
with pecans, almonds and coconut, and much more (including  
sandwiches, for those not inclined to DIY picnics). Need cheese? 
Go to Petaluma Creamery for Spring Hill’s aged Jersey cheddar 
(711 Western Ave.; 707-762-9038; springhillcheese.com). From 
downtown Petaluma, the road-trip loop starts: E. Washington 
Street turns into Bodega Avenue, leading straight to the coast. 

valley ford
Nestled among cow-dotted hills, this tiny town boasts 
some real gems (browse the West County Design 
gallery for beautifully crafted wood furniture, stone, 

glasswork and more), but you’ll especially want to pull over for a 
meal at Rocker Oysterfeller’s Kitchen & Saloon (14415 Hwy 1; 

707-876-1983; rockeroysterfellers.com) attached to the historic 
Valley Ford Hotel. Sit at the friendly bar, check out the collection 
of  vintage eight-tracks (Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, Neil 
Diamond and more) and don’t miss the namesake dish—
an arugula- and bacon-laced twist on the classic  
oysters Rockerfeller—or local fried chicken and  
cornmeal waffles at Sunday brunch. 

Bodega Bay
No, it’s not far from Valley Ford to Bodega Bay, which 
is famous as the location for Hitchcock’s The Birds. 
Even building in a quick side trip to the teensy inland 

town of  Bodega, where the film was shot (look for the stark-
white, lovely St. Teresa of  Avila Church) won’t actually make 
you road weary. But you should still book a room at Bodega Bay 
Lodge (103 Hwy 1; 707-875-3525; bodegabaylodge.com; rooms  
$205-$450 per night), which boasts ocean views from  
every room. That way, you’ll have plenty of  time to poke 
around this quaint seaside town. Don’t miss the candy-striped 
exterior—and even sweeter interior—of  Patrick’s Salt Water 
Taffy (915 Hwy 1; 707-875-9816); those looking for adventure 
can try ocean-view horseback riding (trails range from easy and 
kid-friendly to more challenging) at Chanslor Ranch (2660 Hwy 
1; 707-875-2721; chanslortrailrides.com). 

Bodega head
Signs lead you out of  town to the 
spit of  land that protects Bodega 
Bay, past hard-working Spud Point 

Marina full of  fishing boats and gulping pelicans, 
to a sudden, surprising area of  open space. Take a 
picnic and soak up the views: The Bodega Head Trail 
is a gorgeous 1.5-mile loop that leads to bay and ocean vistas 
that can be particularly stunning in early fall. Up for a climb? 
A short side trail will take you up to the peak of  Bodega Head, 
where on a clear day the views stretch for miles in  
every direction and include not only Bodega Bay and 
the open ocean beyond, but also the curving arm of 
Point Reyes. If  you’re there in fall (when the days are often 
clearest), look out for spouting whales, too. 

goaT roCk BeaCh
From Bodega Bay, head north on Highway 1, 
where a more adventurous—and twisty—stretch of  
the road begins, strung with vista points and state  

beaches. Most are part of  Sonoma Coast State Park, not a single 
site but a pearl-like string of  beaches, trails and campsites along 
this wild coast, with evocative names like Schoolhouse Beach, 
Duncans Landing and Bodega Dunes. Any one of  them is worth 
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Say (and see) cheese 
at Petaluma Creamery 

hot to trot: horseback 
riding in Bodega Bay 
from Chanslor ranch
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a ramble to feel the wind in your hair and cool sand under your 
toes (note: they’re not for wading or swimming, as riptides and 
frigid sleeper waves make the water dangerous). But our top 
pick is Goat Rock Beach in Jenner, where the Russian River 
spills into the sea. It’s a long, dune-backed fringe of sand, 
easy to get to and populated by kite-flying families 
and harbor seals (pupping season runs through August; it’s 
fine to look, but don’t approach seal pups). 

Sea ranCh
The spectacular stretch of  Highway 1 up the coast 
from Jenner takes you past countless stunning,  
vertiginous views of tawny cliffs and 

tall rocks surrounded by frothing foam and 
crashing water that can change from sparkling  
turquoise to steel gray in an instant. You’ll also drive by 
state parks that are worth a stop: Fort Ross (with history programs 
that detail the long-ago Russian settlements on California’s coast) 
and Salt Point (which emphasizes marine conservation but also 
bears traces of  early settlement; this spot was the source for the 
sandstone slabs that formed the streets of  San Francisco). There 
are few services on this undeveloped stretch, but if  you push on to 
the Sonoma County line, you’ll reach Sea Ranch, a quiet devel-
opment that dates to the 1960s and features simple redwood and 
fir houses, many available as vacation rentals. The Sea Ranch 
Lodge (60 Sea Walk Dr.; 800-732-7262; searanchlodge.com; 
rooms $179-$349 per night) echoes their stark architecture, and 
staying there—or renting a home—is the only way to access the 
development’s hiking trails and coastal vistas. (For a shorter break, 
hit the lodge’s refined restaurant.) If  you’re not staying, meander 
up the coast as far as you like—and then retrace your journey 
back to Jenner and turn east on Highway 116 to head home.

dunCanS MillS
Just a few miles inland from Jenner, as you head 
back to Sacramento on Highway 116, you’ll spot 
the charming, tiny 1870s lumber-mill town of  

Duncans Mills—the perfect place to refuel with a snack or a 
sip. The town has a deliberately old-fashioned feel,  
anchored by a restored railroad depot. On the south 
side of  the highway, you’ll find a fun candy shop and Gold Coast  
Coffee and Bakery (25377 Steelhead Blvd.; 707-865-1441), 
where you can perk up with Cuban coffee or grab a lush ginger- 
molasses cookie. Across the higway is Cape Fear Café  
(25191 CA 116; 707-865-9246; capefearcafe.net), whose menu  
has a slightly Southern twist. (Dinner includes shrimp grits; 
brunch  features seven variations on the Benedict  
theme, including the Memphis, with grilled ham 
and black-pepper grits.) There’s also Wine Tast-
ing of  Sonoma County (25179 CA 116; 707-865-0565;  
winetastingofsonoma.com), which is open Fridays through 
Mondays and housed in an 1880s logger’s cabin. Picnic tables 
out front mean you can enjoy any of  dozens of  Sonoma County 
wines and a local cheese plate while watching dairy cows graze 
the hillsides—and contemplating the quiet road that stretches 
to the east and toward home. It all makes for a happily placid  
ending to the Sonoma coast’s surprisingly wild ride. 

MENDOCINO
The temptation along Highway 128 in Mendocino  
County is to make a mad dash for the Pacific. After all, few 
places in California can rival the Mendocino coastline. So  
you’ll see the texting and tweeting masses bringing their  
urban urgency to this country highway as it travels through 
orchards and vineyards. But Highway 128 is no interstate. 
The road resists the drive-thru crowd as it slithers and twists 
up and over golden ridgelines and through oak wood-
lands before settling into Anderson Valley. The valley is an  
idyllic pocket of  California, where the authentic and the 
artisan still trump the mass-produced. Rushing just isn’t 
part of  the plan. Pinot noir ages in oak barrels. Grapes 
hang heavily on the vine, waiting for the harvest. And 
along side roads, towering 500-year-old redwoods have 
barely reached middle age. Highway 128 emerges from 
the redwoods into the openness of  Highway 1. Head north 
and at the village of  Mendocino, wooden water towers 
and cottages stand watch over this coast. Some have been  
immaculately restored, although the most compelling 
buildings are those cured to a weathered perfection by 
years of  salt, wind and fog. Like this road trip, those build-
ings are a reminder: Character gets revealed with time. 

THE ROUTE
The most scenic route from Sacramento is to take I-80 west to 
CA 12 west for Napa and Sonoma. Go right at CA 12 west/CA 
29 north then take CA 128 west. Our road trip begins at the 
junction of  U.S. 101 and CA 128 at Cloverdale, about 120 miles 
from Sacramento, then extends 75 miles to Fort Bragg on the 
Mendocino County coast via Hwy 1.

THE PIT STOP
Calistoga is roughly two hours from Sacramento along Highway 
128 and is about 35 miles (or 45 minutes) from the start of  the 
Mendocino road trip. While Calistoga is part of  the Napa Valley, 
one of  the better stops is home to a craft brewery. At the Calistoga  
Inn Restaurant & Brewery (1250 Lincoln Ave.; 707-942-4101;  
calistogainn.com), you can enjoy a weekend brunch with oysters and 
beer-steamed mussels for starters or cool off  with a draft wheat ale 
while dining on a patio overlooking the Napa River.

THE TRIP
starting point: cloverdale 

yorkville highlandS 
Mendocino County is home to nine designated  
appellations. While only a few miles from  
Anderson Valley, the higher elevation of  Yorkville  

Highlands gets less fog but has cool nights that are ideal for 
Bordeaux varietals. With a tasting room beneath towering val-
ley oaks, the certified-organic Yorkville Cellars (25701 CA 128; 
707-894-9177; yorkvillecellars.com) grows all eight of the 

main Bordeaux grapes and is a prime stop for an intimate 
experience: free tastings and conversations with winemakers.

Boonville
Descend from the highlands and into Anderson  
Valley. Boonville is as close to a downtown as the  
valley has, but as metroplexes go, it’s certainly  

modest. Famous as the home of  Boontling, a 1,300-word  
local folk language that dates back more than a century, and 
believed to be the model for Thomas Pynchon’s 1990 
novel vineland, Boonville has emerged as a mini- 
mecca for foodies. Go for a savory spinach and feta scone at  
The Mosswood Market Cafe & Bakery (14111 CA 128;  
707-895-3635), then grab a table outside and catch the town 
scene. At Anderson Valley Brewing Company (17700 CA 253; 
800-207-2337; avbc.com), sample its classic brews, as well as 
seasonal specialties such as the slightly sweet Summer Solstice 
Cerveza Crema. Beer aficionados should definitely tour the 
brewery to see the operation and its giant copper brew kettles. 
And while beer and disc golf, a variation on the game using 
Frisbee-like discs, are a perfect summer pairing, it’s a welcome  
surprise to discover that the brewery has its own 18-hole course. 
 Built in 1862, The Boonville Hotel (14050 CA 128;  
707-895-2210; boonvillehotel.com; rooms $125-$325 per 
night) blends historic character with an unfussy contemporary  
country style in its 12 colorful rooms. The restaurant’s seasonal  
prix fixe offerings include everything from duck enchiladas 
to a roast leg of  lamb with white beans and brined pork loin  
with feta salsa verde. 
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Philo
The Anderson Valley is pinot noir country, and a 
newcomer on the scene, Jim Ball Vineyards (9201 
CA 128; 707-480-0371; jimballvineyards.com), 

is producing outstanding wines. The estate wines are made 
from grapes grown at two vineyards and Ball uses both tra-
ditional French oak and stainless steel fermenters depending 
on fruit character. Nearby, hidden up a dirt road, is a valley  
favorite, Lazy Creek Vineyards (4741 CA 128; 707-895-3623; 
lazycreekvineyards.com). From the forest, you emerge at a 
farm where sheep graze in a corral and a rusted Chevy truck 
with wine barrels stands next to the vineyards. A simple,  
corrugated steel shack serves as the tasting room, 
which pours gewürztraminer, riesling and, of 
course, pinot noir. For lunch in Philo, just about everyone  
recommends the Mexican favorite Libby’s (8651 CA 128; 707-
895-2646), where the chili pepper Christmas lights shine year-
round, the salsa is chunky and the carnitas are a must order.
 A great side trip is to turn left on Philo Greenwood Road 
for Hendy Woods State Park (18599 Philo Greenwood Rd.; 
707-937-5804; parks.ca.gov). Short hikes lead into a pair 
of  old-growth redwood groves and on the way back to the  
highway, cool off  at the swimming hole below the Navarro River 
bridge. Then stop at The Apple Farm (18501 Philo Greenwood 
Rd.; 707-895-2333; philoapplefarm.com) for its enormous  
assortment of  heirloom apple varieties.

highway 1
Take a detour south for seven miles to tiny Elk and 
grab breakfast or lunch at Queenie’s Roadhouse Cafe 
(6061 S. Hwy 1; 707-877-3285). Housed in a building 

that dates back to 1902, it’s all mismatched chairs and tables, local 
talk and comfort foods extraordinaire, whether it’s the 
eggs Benedict or huevos rancheros. And definitely try 
the house-made herbed biscuits, then walk it all off  down 
to Greenwood State Beach across Highway 1. 

MendoCino 
As you go north on Highway 1, the Mendocino  
coast has numerous upscale lodging choices. 
What’s appealing about Alegria Oceanfront  

Inn & Cottages (44781 Main St.; 800-780-7905;  
oceanfrontmagic.com; rooms $209-$299 per night) is its 
intimacy and location. The inn sits just above the beach at 
Big River and is an easy walk to the heart of  town. With 
views of beach and river and its craftsman and 
Japanese accents, the inn’s Cove Cottage can’t 
be beat as a soulful weekend retreat. While shops 
and galleries feature artists and craftspeople from around 
the country, for a one-stop look at the local arts scene, check 
out the galleries at the Mendocino Art Center (45200 Little 
Lake St.; 707-937-5818; mendocinoartcenter.org). 
 Located about five miles from both the village and Fort 
Bragg, Jug Handle State Natural Reserve (707-937-5804; 
parks.ca.gov) offers an even more spectacular alternative to 
Mendocino Headlands State Park. A short path leads 
to a beach and the bluffs let you look down on an 
endless succession of crashing waves.

forT Bragg
It’s only about 15 minutes from Mendocino to Fort 
Bragg but the experience is a very different one. Fort 
Bragg, long the more working-class counterpart to 

Mendocino, is certainly no museum piece and it still shows off  its 
logging-town bones. But there’s the unique Glass Beach, which is 
beautifully dotted with polished glass, and a revitalized downtown 
with new galleries and boutiques. A definite symbol of  the town’s 
ongoing transition is that a historic building that once served local 
mill workers is now the Company Store (301 N. Main St.), home to 
a spa, culinary academy and places to eat (the historic 
photos alone are definitely worth a visit). A top new arrival 
on the local dining scene is Franklin Street Cafe (223 N. Franklin 
St.; 707-964-1620), which specializes in updated (and mostly gluten-
free!) takes on American classics, including great crab cakes made 
with locally caught Dungeness crab and panko-crusted red snapper 
in a sweet chili sauce. S
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