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Fulfil manifest destiny and follow the Pacific Coast Highway through some of the United 
States’ most beautiful scenery and most characterful towns.

GO WEST

“The Pacific Coast 
Highway route that 

traverses California’s 
varied landscapes 

is one of the classics.”

Opposite: Pismo Beach. Clockwise from top left: Desco; Hearst Castle; a Danish bakery in Solvang; Desco; Shell Beach; edible prickly pear. 

T
he great American road trip occupies a special place in our 

collective travel consciousness. It’s the dream of four-wheeled 

freedom, symbolised by an open highway, palm trees flashing 

by on the hard shoulder and the wind in your hair – a dream 

that only the United States, with its vast expanses of land and long, 

die-straight highways, can fulfil.

The Pacific Coast Highway route that traverses California’s varied 

landscapes is one of the classics. Tracing the edge of the 

temperamental Pacific – possibly the world’s most inaccurately named 

body of water – the roughly 700km stretch between Los Angeles and 

San Francisco visits beaches, mountains and wine regions, evergreen 

forests and tinder-dry valleys, quirky small towns and famous cities. 

This piece of the Golden State has been well-trodden for centuries. 

Between 1683 and 1834, 21 Spanish missions were established 

along the Camino Real (or King’s Highway) between San Diego and 

San Francisco, each of them around 48km, or a day’s hard ride by 

horseback, apart. As legend has it, the padres dropped mustard seeds 
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to mark the route with bright yellow flowers. 

 After the missions were secularised in the 1830s, their vast holdings 

were divvied up into land grants, which became the sheep- and cattle-

farming ranchos of California, establishing boundaries and place names that 

are still in use. The adobe buildings that survive are the state’s oldest.

Today, a hard day’s ride constitutes no more than two or three hours 

behind the wheel, but it will still take you somewhere dramatically different 

from whence you came. Summer temperatures can peak around 40˚C in 

the south, dropping to 15 or lower at night, so it’s advisable to bring some 

layers along with your jandals. 

 

Santa Barbara wine country and Solvang
Driving out from the tangle of concrete spaghetti that calls itself Los Angeles’ 

freeway system, the first large urban centre you’ll encounter is Santa Barbara. 

Often billed as the American Riviera, the city is known for its Mediterranean-

like climate and Spanish Colonial Revival architecture, which was widely 

adopted after an earthquake in 1925 destroyed its downtown area.

Immortalised by the 2004 film Sideways, the 

Santa Ynez Valley, which lies in the folds of the 

dry, rocky Santa Ynez mountains, is part of 

Santa Barbara wine country. It’s everything 

you’d expect of California: steeply terraced 

vineyards hug the hills; beyond are those 

classic, epic vistas through the mountains to 

the wide blue expanse of the Pacific. Then 

there’s Solvang.

The small town was originally settled by 500 

Danish immigrants, who purchased 9000 acres 

of land from the Franciscan monks at the Old 

Mission Santa Inés. They maintained their 

language and culture in the region by creating a 

“folk school” based on Lutheran principles, and 

built half-timbered houses that reminded them 

of their Scandinavian homeland. More than one 

hundred years later, the bustling little town is 

still serving up æbleskivers (a kind of spherical 

pancake), and has also become a base for wine 

tourism, with many of the region’s wineries 

represented by in-town tasting rooms.

 
San Luis Obispo
The “middle kingdom” of San Luis Obispo lies 

halfway between Los Angeles and San 

Francisco. Described by National Geographic’s 

Dan Buettner, author of the book Thrive, as 

“America’s happiest city”, it’s a walkable, 

outdoorsy place with a mild climate, the chipper 

spirit of its residents no doubt buoyed by the 

fact they can still wear shorts in October.

 Another contributing factor is the protected, 

4000-acre green belt surrounding “SLO” which 

Clockwise from left: The Madonna Inn; Cosecha in

“It’s everything you’d 
expect of California: 

steeply terraced 
vineyards hugging  
the hills, and those  

classic, epic vistas.“

Oakland; Haymarket Cafe; Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa; the Old Mission Santa Inés; cactus garden in Big Sur; an Oakland local.

EAT 
SANTA BARBARA WINE COUNTRY 
AND SOLVANG
Rustic Italian restaurant Cecco is highly 
recommended as one of the best places 
in town to match food to local wine. 
ceccoristorante.com Alternatively, visit the 
Wandering Dog wine bar and avail 
yourself of the heaping charcuterie and 
cheese plates. Owner Charles “CT” 
Williams is a font of local wine knowledge, 
and the various flights and wines by the 
glass are a perfect intro to the region’s 
vinous offerings. wanderingdogwinebar.com

SAN LUIS OBISPO 
One of SLO’s newer enterprises, Scout 
Coffee is a craft roastery and cafe in a 
reclaimed industrial space.  
scoutcoffeeco.com Casual dining spot Meze 
Wine Bar supports local food producers, 
and stocks a less-than-typical wine list 
covering world wines; the flourless 
chocolate torte was a particular high point.  
mezewinebar.com

OAKLAND
The sidewalk tables outside stylish Italian 
eatery Desco are the place for a late-
afternoon lambrusco and the piatto della 
casa, with house-made smoked duck, 
lamb prosciutto and rabbit terrine. Indoors, 
it has the air of a 1940s cafe, plus a 
traditional wood-fired oven and an entirely 
Italian wine selection. descooakland.com 
Duende, a modern Spanish eatery and 
bodega in a huge former flower depot, is 

run by former musician Paul Canales. It 
was fitted out by his artist friends, 
contains a music venue, and features 
some delicious and visually arresting 
plates, including a black paella, with 
squid ink, crayfish, white fish and fried 
cherry tomatoes. duendeoakland.com

BIG SUR 
Organic vegetables and eggs laid by 
resident hens are on the menu at the 
Treebones Resort’s Wild Coast restaurant 
and sushi bar, which also has stunning 
views out over the Pacific. 

SAN FRANCISCO
On the fifth floor of the Four Seasons 
Hotel and with a design inspired by the 
city’s newspaper-publishing roots, MKT 
is a new farm-to-table restaurant with a 
Cali-derived menu of small plates 
(sample: scallops with roasted eggplant, 
brown butter, sorrel and black mission 
figs) and locally produced steak. It’s a 
treat. mktrestaurantandbar.com
At the other end of the spectrum, Danny 
Bowien’s Mission Street Chinese Food 
in the seedy-cool Mission district is 
housed in one of the divey restaurants 
(Lung Shan) beloved of the now-star 
chef, and treats traditional Chinese 
dishes with western irreverence — 
chongquing chicken wings, for example, 
is crispy beef tripe with explosive chili, 
and the broccoli beef brisket is a smoky 
combo of meat, oyster sauce and Asian 
greens.  missionchinesefood.com/sf/
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Left: The Old Mission Santa Inés. 

“A jumble of 
European architectural 

styles, this gigantic 
folly houses Hearst’s 
collection of art and 

antiquities.“

Clockwise from top left: Moonstone Beach in Cambria; a windmill in Solvang; Terraces in Oakland; stations of the cross in Santa Inés; the Madonna Inn.

limits its outward sprawl. Culture inside the city 

is increasingly defined by its growing tech 

community, which pulls in younger workers 

from Silicon Valley. Originally established 

around the Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa, 

the town centre is undergoing a renaissance, 

as historic buildings are retrofitted to house 

new foodie ventures, music venues, boutiques 

and craft breweries. 

 As Hollywood boomed in the 1920s and 

money began to circulate around California in 

defiance of the Great Depression, this area 

also became a playground for the rich. One of 

the most famous relics of the days when big 

men with big cigars ran the show is Hearst 

Castle, built for William Randolph Hearst, the 

newspaper magnate upon whose life Citizen 

Kane was based. 

A jumble of European architectural styles, 

this gigantic folly houses Hearst’s collection of 

art and antiquities, including centuries-old 

church ceilings and the facade of an ancient 

Roman temple, now the centrepiece of the 

outdoor Neptune Pool. Hearst also maintained 

an exotic menagerie: the descendants of his 

zebras still wander the grounds today. 

hearstcastle.org

Another curiosity lies just outside SLO itself. The Madonna Inn (no 

relation to the singer) combines a vaguely Swiss, edelweiss-themed 

facade and a predilection for faux rockfalls matched only by its eye-

watering carpet and entirely hot-pink dining room. Worth a trip for the 

men’s room’s Niagara Falls-style urinal alone. madonnainn.com

 
Big Sur
Majestic Big Sur is not a single entity, but a sparsely populated region that 

spans 140km of coastline, where the Santa Lucia mountains rise 

dramatically from the crashing surf far below, and a series of national 

parks where the focus is on hiking, mountain-climbing and camping.

Because there are strict land-use restrictions to protect its natural 

beauty, lodging tends towards either the rustic (cabins or campsites) or 

the exclusive; there are no supermarkets or fast-food outlets, and only 

three petrol stations along the entire route. Offshore marine sanctuaries 

ensure the ocean is similarly unspoilt.

Santa Cruz
As the land flattens out north of the mountains and becomes more arable, 

the highway travels through Santa Cruz, the legendary home of mainland 

surfing in America. The boardwalk is modelled on New York’s Coney 

Island, and is a similar hot mess of funnel cakes and cotton candy, 

queasy-making rides and loud amusements. Just out of town, there is a 

range of surf schools in prime beach spots, including Richard Schmidt’s, 

STAY
SAN LUIS OBISPO 
With its attentive service, hot apple 
cider on tap and cookies available 24 
hours a day, the gingham-bedecked 
Apple Farm Inn is a vision of traditional, 
rosy-cheeked Americana.  applefarm.com
The villa-style coastal retreat El Colibri 
is set on the edge of a state park in 
nearby Cambria, fast becoming a 
low-key beachside destination in itself. 
Each room has a huge hot tub, and it’s a 
short walk down a pretty boardwalk to 
Moonstone Beach. Ten minutes up the 
coast, there is also an elephant seal 
colony at Piedras Blancas, which is 
home to about 7,500 of the fascinating 
creatures, frolicking in the waves or 
sunning themselves on the beach like 
fat, whiskery sardines.  
elcolibrihotel.com

BIG SUR
One of the more unique places to stay is 
the Treebones Resort. Following Big 
Sur’s off-the-grid tradition – even the 
Hearsts liked to get back to nature here, 
apparently – it’s a sustainable lodge and 
restaurant overlooking the ocean, with 

accommodation in the form of luxury 
yurts – large, circular tents with pine 
floors and a transparent dome above  
for star-gazing. Everything is powered 
by propane-fuelled turbines, and the 
site has its own well.  
treebonesresort.com

OAKLAND
The jaunty Waterfront Hotel was 
recently renovated with a nautical 
theme, and many of its rooms look out 
over a calm marina. On Jack London 
Square and within walking distance of 
the legendary Everett & Jones 
barbecue restaurant, and old Oakland, 
with its several-block-square area of 
Victorian buildings housing some of the 
city’s best bars and eateries, it’s the 
perfect base from which to explore. 
jdvhotels.com

SAN FRANCISCO
San Francisco is by nature a quirky 
dame, and the historic, friendly, and 
plant-festooned San Remo, within 
walking distance of Fishermans Wharf, 
fits perfectly. sanremohotel.com
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Air New Zealand offers non-stop daily flights to Los Angeles 
and San Francisco from Auckland, with connections from 
across the domestic network.

Contactvisitcalifornia.com
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which guarantees you’ll be standing upright on 

your board within one lesson. richardschmidt.com

Oakland
Often compared to Brooklyn, Oakland is a 

blue-collar town making good, as its younger 

population expands due to rising rents in San 

Francisco. Home to the stunning art-deco Fox 

Theatre music venue and craft coffee roaster Blue 

Bottle, which distributes nationally from its base, 

lab and cafe in a former industrial zone, the city 

has also seen 150 new restaurants throw open 

their doors in recent years.

San Francisco
The City by the Bay has a reputation 

disproportionate to its size. Small geographically, 

but dense in population, the home of free love 

and the gay rights movement in the United States 

is still one of the friendliest, most accessible and 

prettiest cities to visit. 

Renowned as a food destination, the city 

shakes up contemporary craft products with a strong Chinese influence. 

Belden Place (a hidden lane of eateries in the financial district) and the 

Dogpatch neighbourhood are currently the two up-and-coming areas  

to explore.

And after all that driving and eating, one last iconic experience awaits: 

hire a bicycle and cycle over the Golden Gate Bridge to Sausalito. Blazing 

Saddles – what else would it be called? – will set you up in style with 

bikes and maps. blazingsaddles.com

STORY & PHOTOGRAPHS SAM EICHBLATT

From top: The Waterfront Hotel in Jack London Square; Oakland; the Big Sur Bakery and Restaurant; Santa Ynez Valley.
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