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Left to right: All along 
the 101-mile Discovery 

Route, drink in 
beautiful coastal views 

and great wine at 
numerous wineries 
and tasting rooms. 

Laid-back beach towns, pristine landscapes, and 
wine aplenty make for the ultimate road trip through 

California’s San Luis Obispo County.

Route of 
Discovery

By cheRyl cRABtRee

O
n a picture-perfect autumn 
morning, I stand on a bluff 
400 feet above the Pacific 
Ocean, at the stunning west-
ern edge of North America. 

Years ago, someone aptly named this place 
Ragged Point, a promontory overlooking giant 
waves that crash against craggy cliffs. Toward 
the north, Highway 1 snakes along the cliffs for 
90 miles to Big Sur and Carmel — a legendary 
scenic byway. Far below, one of the world’s 
largest marine sanctuaries stretches for miles, 

protecting otters and other forms of 
marine life. I’ve pulled off the road to 
absorb the scenery and to snap photos 
of a pod of whales as they head south 
to their winter haven in Mexico. 

Like the whales, I too am heading 
south. I often drive between San Fran-
cisco and Southern California, zip-
ping along U.S. Highway 101, the busy 

artery that passes through mostly inland portions 
of the Central Coast. But I prefer to drive slowly 
through this region, one of the most idyllic any-
where. This time, I’ve opted for a leisurely trip, 
following a new 101-mile Discovery route 
connecting ten relatively undiscovered destina-
tions in San Luis Obispo County, aptly referred 
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Above: A young 
elephant seal 

stretches on the shore 
near San Simeon. 

Opposite, left to  
right: hearst castle  

in San Simeon; taking 
a romantic stroll  

in cambria; a scenic 
vineyard in edna 

Valley

Customize Your Vacation
Gina wants to organize a girls’ getaway with 
old college friends. Mike, an avid outdoors-
man, hopes to hike, bike, and kayak every 
day of vacation. Locavores Tom and Mary 
want to find fresh regional foods and fine 
wines along the way.

Where to find sage local advice? Visit  
Winecoastcountry.com for specialized 
suggested itineraries (including lodging 
choices) focusing on various interests: farm 
touring, history, romance, food and wine,  
and outdoor adventures, from casual hikes  
to adrenaline-rushing escapades. The site 
also includes lists of dog-friendly lodgings, 
beaches, activities, and restaurants. 

to as WineCoastCountry. 
Before leaving, I visited Highway1Discovery 

Route.com and watched a five-minute video of 
a couple cruising the route in a 1950s-style 
convertible. I’m hooked. I, too, want to tour at 
my own pace along the shoreline and through 
lush vineyards, poking around shops and res-
taurants in historic villages, and hiking the 
trails along remote beaches and oak-studded 
hills. I want to control my own destiny — to 
pull off the road at a moment’s notice, when-
ever I spot something of interest. I downloaded 
useful tools for navigating through my Central 
Coast adventure, including a free mobile app, 
and drove to ragged Point, the Discovery 
Route’s northern gateway. And here I stand, 
ready to go.

For the most part, the Discovery Route 
follows Highway 1 and scenic two-lane roads 
near the coast and in bucolic wine country, just 
a short distance inland. The top speed limit is 
55 miles per hour, a welcome respite from the 
interstate. The landscape south of Ragged 
Point gradually changes from steep cliffs to 
gentle hills and bluffs; curvy Highway 1 
straightens and hugs the shore. Convenient 
pullouts make it easy to stop and enjoy the 
vistas and commune with nature. 

At a small parking area south of historic 
Piedras Blancas Light Station, I watch gigantic 
elephant seals lumber from sea to sand just a 
few feet below the viewing area. Across the road 
from world-famous Hearst Castle, perched atop 
a hill to the east, a sign points to Hearst State 
Beach and Old San Simeon. This detour leads 
to more hidden gems: wine tasting and a deli 
inside an 1850s building. (I soon discover that 
most destinations along the route include wine-
tasting rooms and shops where travelers can 
sample regional wines.) I pick up a sandwich 
and nosh while sitting on the pier, watching 
kayakers paddle out for up-close encounters 

At a small parking area south  
of historic Piedras Blancas Light  
Station, I watch gigantic elephant 
seals lumber from sea to sand just  
a few feet below the viewing area. 

CALIFORNIA

ragged point

san simeon

cambria

cayucos

morro 
Bay*

edna 
valley

arroyo Grande valley

WineCoastCountry
Discovery Route

10 Destinations, 1 Fantastic Vacation
* San Luis Obispo County Unincorporated Area

nipomo

oceano

los osos

avila Beach

Baywood park

explore the 101-mile 
Discovery Route with 
your smart phone — 

 scan this code.
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Clockwise from top: 
outdoor markets in 

Avila Beach; kayaking 
across Morro Bay; the 
view on the way to los 
Osos; exploring sand 

dunes in Oceano

Make a Difference on Vacation
Discover Stewardship Travel in WineCoastCountry.

On a warm, sunny afternoon  
on a Central California beach 
bluff, a vacationing family from 
New York — a mom, dad, and 
their two teenagers — helps  
local residents maintain a trail 
to preserve the habitat while 
enjoying the camaraderie and 
views. A waste of valuable 
holiday time? Not according  
to National Geographic’s Cen-
ter for Sustainable Tourism, 
which points to stewardship 
tourism as a new travel trend. 
Today’s visitors enrich their 
experiences via active partici-
pation in a region’s culture, heritage, and natural environment.

The Discovery Route provides numerous opportunities for steward-
ship travel in each of its ten destinations. You can join volunteer  
afternoons at Cambria’s Fiscalini Ranch, citizen science activities  
in San Simeon cove, help plant seedlings at Sweet Springs Audubon 
Preserve, or expand the trails at Montaña de Oro State Park.

“These are great and real ways to play, learn, contribute, and connect 
with locals, while making a difference in preserving and enhancing 
our beautiful region,” says Diane Strachan, director of the Discovery 
Route’s Stewardship Travel program. “After fun and meaningful  
experiences, travelers return home with lifelong memories and the 
knowledge that they’ve made a difference in the world.” High school 
students can also log hours for community service requirements.

You may wish to make a conservation donation after your educational 
tour. For example, consider a contribution to Friends of the Elephant 
Seals after viewing these amazing mammals, or designate a legacy to 
the Point San Luis Lighthouse Keepers after an exhilarating docent-
led tour.

For details on WineCoastCountry Stewardship Travel and to find out 
if you are a Stewardship Traveler, go to WineCoastCountry.com.

with seals and otters. 
At the “hub” of san simeon a few miles 

south, I ask the locals about lodging. They tell 
me about the range of choices throughout the 
WineCoastCountry Discovery Route region: 
hotels, motels, charming inns, historic bed-
and-breakfasts, golf resorts, and all forms of 
vacation rentals, from cabins to mansions. I 
make a mental note to check all these out for 
future trips, which I’m already planning.

Back on Highway 1, groves of pine trees 
welcome me to cambria, a serene town found-
ed by artists in the late 1800s. Here I walk 
along the boardwalk at super-scenic Moonstone 
Beach and amble around the village, browsing 
eclectic shops. Then, I hike a trail at Fiscalini 
Ranch Preserve.

Soon I head south again, driving through 
vast stretches of ranchland, where horses and 
cows graze on golden, oak-studded hills. High-
way 1 jogs back to the coast near cayucos, a 
classic beach town with long, sandy beaches 
and an uncrowded, relaxed vibe that once 
personified coastal California. I exit onto a 
broad, sparsely populated avenue and pass Cass 
House Restaurant and Bed and Breakfast, the 
fully restored 1870s home of the town’s founder, 
and a wooden pier built around the same time. 
Free parking abounds along the main avenue 

and throughout the town — a Discovery Route 
perk that I enjoy in each destination. It sure 
beats feeding meters in more populated cities, 
and worrying about returning before receiving 
an expensive ticket.

From Cayucos I detour from Highway 1 at 
Los Osos Valley Road, which delivers me to 
Los osos and Baywood Park, a remarkable 
collection of communities and parks edging 
Morro Bay State Park, Montaña de Oro State 
Park, and the Morro Bay National Marine 
Estuary. I pull off to experience firsthand the 
tide pools, bluff-top trails, and a forest of un-
usual dwarf trees. Binoculars at the ready, I 
spot a number of uncommon bird species on 
sojourn during their southward migration. 

Los Osos Valley Road bolts ten miles 
straight east toward Highway 101. I could travel 
on the faster 101 for a few short miles to Avila 
Beach Road, the access to the next destination.  
Instead, I choose slower frontage roads to con-
nect with Avila, a tiny, three-mile valley with  

a bubbling creek that pours into the Pacific at 
avila Beach, just a few miles west of the 101. 
Here I explore soothing hot mineral springs, a 
historic lighthouse overlooking a protected bay, 
a gorgeous white-sand beach, and a bike trail 
along the creek. 

A short drive along either the freeway or 
Shell Beach Road through Pismo Beach leads 
back to Highway 1 and the coastal towns of 
oceano and neighboring nipomo. Oceano 
Dunes State Vehicular Recreation Area encom-
passes 1,500 acres of natural sand dunes and  
is the only park in California where visitors 
may legally drive on the beach. Visitors can 
explore the dunes on ATVs or on foot, or surf, 
swim, fish, or ride horses on the 5.5-mile  
scenic stretch. 

In Nipomo I stop to check out the historic 
1830s adobe before heading east to the quaint 
early California village of Arroyo Grande. I 
park near an 1890s butcher shop and savor 
homemade ice cream while watching chickens 
roam on a grassy expanse near a restored swing-
ing bridge. The town marks the entrance to 
arroyo Grande Valley and edna Valley — 
both official AVAs (American Viticultural Ar-
eas) with more than 20 wineries. Most tasting 
rooms here are casual, family-run enterprises 
where visitors often meet the winemaker. Be-
fore sampling the local wines, I head out to 
county-operated Lake Lopez to kayak along the 
shoreline and watch for wildlife. 

Edna Valley marks the end of my 101-mile 
adventure, and I am loath to leave. I’ve discov-
ered many wonderful charms in the region, 
but I’ve only scratched the surface. A visitor 
could pass through here in a day, or spend a 
week or two, and return again and again. Or 
bite off small chunks and focus in depth on 
one destination at a time. You can customize 

I’ve discovered many  
wonderful charms in  
the region, but I’ve only 
scratched the surface.

your itinerary to suit your interests, and add 
community-service elements to enrich your 
vacation. This flexibility, I now realize, is the 
glory of the Discovery Route: It offers some-
thing for everyone, and fresh, active adventures 
at every turn. I’ll be back soon, with my family 
in tow, eager for yet another sojourn along the 
magical Central Coast.
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More than a million visitors come each year to 
tour the castle and explore the surrounding 
area, also known as the gateway to Big Sur. 
Much of the land and sea falls within the 
boundaries of the Monterey Bay National  
Marine Sanctuary and California State Parks. 
As a result, this magical region casts a spell  
that relaxes and rejuvenates the soul. 

San Simeon and Ragged Point anchor 
California’s Majestic Coast with bold  

and impressive sights.

Isn’t It Grand!

R
eigning over an exquisite coast-
al realm of natural wonders 
and stunning vistas, the Hearst 
Castle estate reflects the gran-
deur of the rugged landscape. 

WineCoastCountry
Discovery Route
Winecoastcountry.com

In 1865, Senator George 
Hearst bought up thousands 
of acres of ranchland at San 
Simeon Bay. The Hearst 
family and their friends 
often decamped to “the 
ranch” for extended retreats. 
George’s son, William Ran-
dolph Hearst, later built his 

dream estate on a hilltop 1,660 feet above the 
bay, which evolved into one of the world’s most 
lavish vacation homes. The main house has 
115 rooms, and the three guest “cottages” have 
hosted celebrities including Charlie Chaplin, 
Winston Churchill, and President Calvin 
Coolidge. The Hearst Corporation donated  
the property to the state of California in 1958.

From left: opulent hearst castle 
exterior and pool area; 

Sebastian’s General Store and 
cafe in Old San Simeon

Ragged Point and  
San Simeon

plan your ragged point and san 
simeon discovery route road trip at: 

 VisitSanSimeonCa.com 
WineCoastCountry.com
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Directions and Lodging
highway 1 travels from ragged point 14 miles 
south to the town of san simeon (population 443) 
and san simeon state Beach. lodging options 
abound along the corridor. many are affordable, 
family-friendly hotels and motels, while others 
attract visitors seeking romantic getaways. Go to 
VisitSanSimeonCa.com for a complete list of 
accommodations. find out more about the area at 
WineCoastCountry.com.

seVen essentiaL aDVentures

Because the san simeon region has so much to 
offer, we’ve put together this short list of must-see 
attractions.

  hearst san simeon state  
historic monument 
Guests once needed an exclusive invitation to visit 
hearst castle, but now the public is welcome daily. 
at the visitor center, watch a film about w. r. 
hearst and the construction of the castle, and 
check out historical exhibits and art galleries. 
choose among three daily tours and cruise the 
hallowed halls, adorned with thousands of original 
works of art. afterward, stroll the fabulous 
gardens and gaze at expansive views. not ready to 
leave? Book a subsequent tour on the spot without 
returning to the ticket counters at the base. 
hearstcastle.com, friendsofhearstcastle.org

  Piedras Blancas Light station 
sea captains once dreaded nighttime hazards of 
the treacherous Big sur coast — including the 
rocks north of san simeon Bay (piedras blancas 
means “white rocks” in spanish). the beam from 
the lighthouse’s fresnel lens first shone in 1875, 
allaying many fears. today, guided tours include 
the historic lighthouse, support buildings, and a 
half-mile interpretive trail through the surround-
ing wildlife sanctuary. piedrasblancas.gov

  Piedras Blancas elephant  
seal rookery
about 16,000 elephant seals crowd the beaches 
south of the lighthouse to give birth, mate, molt, 
and rest. vista points and bluff-top boardwalks 
provide peeks into their natural habitat. docents 
dispense information at the viewing area from 10 
a.m. to 4 p.m. daily, and during scheduled hours at 
the friends of the elephant seal center in san 
simeon. elephantseal.org, slostateparks.com 
(both with live webcam)

  William randolph hearst  
memorial Beach 
after w. r. hearst died in 1951, his family donated  
a beachfront portion of their land to the state for a 
day-use park in his memory. lounge on the beach, 
or fish from the pier or a charter boat. in summer, 
rent a kayak and paddle in the sunny cove to 
explore sea caves, commune with otters and seals, 
and fish in san simeon Bay. slostateparks.com

  coastal Discovery center 
a joint venture between the monterey Bay  
national marine sanctuary and california state 
parks, the coastal discovery center at hearst 
Beach celebrates the connection between land  
and sea. learn about local culture and natural 
history via fascinating exhibits and programs: 
analyze water samples for plankton, track 

the life cycle of live steelhead trout, and join  
guided walks and educational programs.  
montereybay.noaa.gov/vc/cdc

  old san simeon 
in the 1850s, a whaling village occupied the  
bluffs at point san simeon. the whaling business 
faded by the late 1870s, and in 1878, the general 
store was moved a half-mile east; the 
“new” village evolved in the vicinity. 
snap photos of the one-room 
schoolhouse and grab a sandwich at 
historic sebastian’s General store & 
cafe — now a state historic landmark 
and home of a deli and the hearst 
ranch winery tasting room. 
hearstranchwinery.com

  hearst san simeon  
state Park 
hike along the coastal bluffs and 
explore tide pools at the southern 
edge of the Big sur coast. trails lead 
through wetlands, a riparian forest, 
native plants, an archaeological site 
that dates back nearly 6,000 years, 
and a winter hangout for monarch 
butterflies. slostateparks.com

From top: Piedras 
Blancas light Station; 

elephant seals; the 
one-room school-
house in Old San 

Simeon
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Above: Sights around 
town. Right: local Jill 
Knight is a regular on 
the live music scene.  

Cambria beckons as a haven for artistic expression 
and respect for nature. 

Art and Soul

F
ragrant alpine scents mingle with 
salty sea air in Cambria, a pictur-
esque village in an unusual coastal 
setting of pine forests, mountains, 
and remote Pacific beaches. 

The town was officially named Cambria in 
1870 after a Welsh settlement in Cambria 
County, Pennsylvania. Artists and creative 
types began arriving soon after, and the town 
— just six miles from Hearst Castle — contin-
ues to attract residents and visitors seeking 
cultural stimulation along with seclusion, se-
renity, and natural beauty.

Take the Main Street exit off Highway 1 
and head inland to access the downtown his-
toric and “new” villages, which still reflect an 
artsy character. Music, poetry readings, theater 
performances, and festivals pack the year-round 
cultural calendar. 

“This is a delightful, creative, artistic town,” 
says Mary Ann Carson, executive director  
of the Cambria Chamber of Commerce  
(VisitCambriaCA.com). She also raves about 
the variety of local lodging options, noting that 
distinctive inns, bed-and-breakfasts, and other 
types of lodgings can be found in the village  
or on the beach. “We have an eclectic and 
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Opposite, from top: 
local trails cater to 
horseback riders, 

hikers, and cyclists; an 
ocean view from 

underneath a rare 
Monterey pine native 
to cambria. Above: 
tranquil Moonstone 

Beach

charming collection of architectural styles 
embracing modern, Victorian, Old World, 
bungalow, and cottage, just to name a few.”  

History on Display
Park for free in convenient lots or along the 
road, and pop into the cambria chamber of 

commerce Visitor center to get your bear-
ings. Afterward, amble about downtown’s eclec-
tic galleries, fine restaurants, wine-tasting ven-
ues, and shops with locally made wares. You 
won’t find any chain stores here — all busi-
nesses are independently owned and operated, 
and many occupy historic buildings. 

Next, stop in the cambria historical  

museum, housed in the restored Guthrie-
Bianchini House, featuring exhibits about the 
construction of Highway 1, the Great Fire of 
1889, and the sinking of the S.S. Montebello 
in 1941.

Visit on a Friday afternoon to browse the 
weekly farmers’ market for local fruits and veg-
gies, pies, and other fresh-baked goodies. Also 
make time for a tour of California Registered 
Historical Landmark nitt Witt ridge, a hill-
side house built from recycled materials over a 
period of 50 years. 

Picnic-Perfect
On the west side of Highway 1, moonstone 

Beach, named for stones still occasionally 
found in the area, stretches along stunning 
coastal bluffs. Park on Moonstone Drive, lined 
with romantic inns, and walk or jog the mile-
long boardwalk, built to protect the delicate 
bluffs from erosion. Picnic at state-owned  
Leffingwell Landing, where sea otters frolic 
in the protected waters of the Monterey Bay 
National Marine Sanctuary. 

Outdoor activities run the gamut from golf 
and fishing to horseback riding and whale 
watching. Cyclists love to pedal along pastoral 
Santa Rosa Creek and San Simeon Creek 
roads, which pass through vineyards, historic 
ranches, and wildlife corridors. Trails provide 
hikers with varied scenery and challenges for 
all skill levels. 

Soaring Bluffs, Colorful Meadows
Connect with Cambria’s pines, mountains,  
and sea in one fell swoop at Fiscalini ranch 

plan your cambria discovery route  
road trip at: 

DiscoverCambriaCA.com

Cyclists love to pedal along pastoral Santa 
Rosa Creek and San Simeon Creek roads, 
which pass through vineyards, historic 
ranches, and wildlife corridors.

Preserve, which residents call the area’s 
“crown jewel.” Native Chumash and Salinan 
people once hunted and gathered on the bluffs 
and hills. Later, the land became part of a 
Mexican Land Grant, then a dairy and cattle 
ranch. Development-minded owners acquired 
the land in 1979. Concerned community mem-
bers banded together, and in 1999, purchased 
437 acres for preservation. 

Now public open space, the ranch packs a 
range of biological diversity in a relatively small 
area. It includes a rare and endangered Mon-
terey pine forest (part of three remaining native 
stands in the world) and habitats for rare and 
endangered species including western pond 
turtles, monarch butterflies, great blue herons, 
and burrowing owls. Trails crisscross the ranch, 
connecting visitors with backcountry-type 
nature experiences within walking distance of 
visitor accommodations and neighborhoods. 

Don’t miss the preserve’s most outstanding 
feature — a dramatic ocean bluff that runs 
more than a mile along the shore. The trail 
rises to a 400-foot ridge with spectacular views 

of migrating whales, birds, and otters, then 
slopes down to a willow-edged creek. Visit in 
the spring to see several hundred wildflower 
varieties burst into color in the meadows. 

“This is a wonderful place to walk and re-
flect,” says Jo Ellen Butler, executive director  
of Friends of the Fiscalini Ranch Preserve.  
“It’s also dog-friendly — 
leashed dogs are allowed  
on all trails, and they’re 
allowed off-leash every-
where except the bluff trail.” 

Butler adds that the 
preserve maintains many 
trails for all ability levels, 
and mountain bikes are 
allowed on all trails save  
the bluff. Access to the 
preserve is free and avail-
able daily from dawn until 
dusk. For directions, a trail 
map, and to sign up for 
monthly docent-led walks, 
visit ffrpcambria.org.
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Left to right: Surf 
culture lives on in 
cayucos; historic 

cayucos Pier 

In the classic California beach town of Cayucos,  
life still centers around surf and sand.  

Pocket of Paradise

While similar places lost their charm and 
character through overdevelopment, Cayucos 
preserved its historic past and retained its 
quirky small-town qualities, becoming one of 
the state’s best-kept secrets. There are no stop-
lights, corporations, or fast-food outlets — just 
small, family-owned businesses, lodgings, and 

residences, most with ocean views. Cowboys 
and ranchers, surfers, farmers, and families all 
live in this world unto itself just six miles north 
of Morro Bay. 

Building restrictions and land conservancies 
helped Cayucos keep development at a mini-
mum. Six miles of pristine state beaches stretch 
south from town. A greenbelt of rolling hills, 
farmland, vineyards, quiet country roads, and 
protected open space surrounds Cayucos on all 
sides, and residents are committed to maintain-
ing the uncrowded, low-key vibe. 

Brad Buckley, who moved here from  
Mississippi 25 years ago, describes Cayucos  
as “the last really cool, old-school California 
beach town.” Another longtime resident,  

L
ooking for the quintessential 
beach towns of the Beach 
Boys and TV’s Gidget? You’ll 
find one in tiny Cayucos 
(population circa 3,000). 

Carol Kramer, agrees: “We are a throwback, 
and we want it to stay that way.”

Handmade, Farm-Grown 
Cayucos history dates to prehistoric times. The 
Chumash thrived in the region for thousands of 
years before Captain James Cass, originally from 
New England, settled here in 1867. Cass 
acquired 320 acres of a Mexican land grant 
called Rancho Moro y Cayucos. (In Spanish, 
cayucos refers to kayaks or canoes, which the 
Aleuts used to hunt sea otters.) Cass decided it 
would make an excellent shipping port. He and a 
business partner built a pier (1875), a warehouse, 
and a store. He also built a home for his family 
close to the pier. 

The historic cayucos Pier as well as cass 

house — now a B&B and restaurant — stand 
today as faithfully preserved icons of the town’s 
heritage. Both exits off Highway 1 lead straight 
to them, near the intersection of Cayucos 
Drive and Ocean Avenue. Walk along the pier 

for stellar views of sand, surf, and marine wild-
life including pelicans, seals, otters, dolphins, 
and occasionally, migrating whales. 

ocean avenue, the town’s shopping and 
dining hub, evokes early California’s frontier 
days with a historic tavern and locals who smile 
from porches and greet passersby. Today’s busi-
nesses include day spas, several wine bars, and 
eclectic shops with locally made gifts, hand-
crafted surfboards, and antiques. 

Surrender to the sweet and savory scents 
wafting from the famed Brown Butter cookie 

company, where bakers roll out the dough 
and prepare trays of mouthwatering goodies  
for shipment nationwide. More than a dozen 

Walk along the pier for stellar views of 
sand, surf, and marine wildlife including 
pelicans, seals, otters, dolphins, and  
occasionally, migrating whales.

Winecoastcountry.com

WineCoastCountry
Discovery Route
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Above: Sea otters are 
a common sight; 
(below) farmland 
meets the coast

restaurants serve everything from seafood 
chowder to enchiladas and lasagna, often made 
from fresh, local, organic ingredients. For 
example, California native red abalone comes 
from just a few miles up the road, where the 

abalone Farm has been producing the delec-
table shellfish since 1968. In summer, join an 
educational tour of the farm (check their Face-
book page for availability and times).

Good, Clean Fun on Land, in the Ocean
The waterfront, of course, serves as center 
stage. White-sand cayucos state Beach 
edges the town, connecting with morro 

strand state Beach to the south. Waves 
break differently along the six-mile shore, offer-

ing surfing and bodyboarding opportu-
nities for all experience levels. Rent a 
kayak to play among seals and otters, or 
fish from the pier. Hunt for sea glass 
and poke around tide pools to reveal 
intriguing marine creatures. On land, 
hike along beach bluffs and cycle 
through oak-studded hills via curvy, 
scenic Old Creek Road. All beaches 
and trails welcome dogs. 

Though Cayucos slipped below the 

tourist radar for a time, its 
reputation as a wonderful 
place to vacation is growing. 
“Cayucos has become a very 
popular destination,” says 
Steve Hennigh, a Cayucos 
resident for more than 40 
years. “People used to drive 
right by, not knowing what 
was here. But once they dis-
cover it, they keep coming 
back, and stay for a week and 
sometimes longer.”

Local lodging options 
include quaint motels, bed-
and-breakfast inns, and plen-
tiful vacation rental homes 
and apartments — many right 
on the ocean with stairs to the 
beach (very unusual in these 
parts). Prices vary from bud-
get to luxury. The location 
also makes Cayucos a conve-
nient base station for day trips 

all over the Central Coast. 
Hennigh adds that one of the main attrac-

tions of Cayucos is that it offers something for 
everyone, no matter what their interests. “We’ve 
created this ‘good clean fun’ vibe, and I’ve been 
fortunate to be a part of it.”

plan your cayucos discovery route  
road trip at: 

VisitCayucosCa.com 
CayucosChamber.com 

WineCoastCountry.com
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Above: Sunset over 
8,000-acre Montaña 

de Oro State Park

Head outdoors to experience the beauty  
of secluded Los Osos and Baywood Park. 

Natural Wonders

If you’re searching for that elusive off-the-beaten-
path experience, then Los Osos and Baywood 
Park deliver. These hidden gems are surrounded 
by nature preserves, including a national marine 
estuary and one of California’s most spectacular 
state parks. Since Highway 1 bypasses the area, 
you’ll take the slower two-lane roads via South 
Bay Boulevard from the north or Los Osos  

Valley Road from the east. 
“This is pure, old California from many 

years ago,” says Gary Setting, owner of sea 

Pines Golf resort. “People come here to 
experience the natural beauty, but also for  
the serenity, tranquillity, and laid-back vibe.”

For visitors whose lodging preferences lean 
toward a more homelike experience, the area 
offers several vacation rentals.  

When Spanish explorer Gaspar de Portolá 
passed through in 1769, his expedition wit-
nessed hundreds of grizzly bears roaming 
around a verdant valley. The Spaniards called it 
Los Osos (“bears” in Spanish). The grizzlies 
are long gone, but much of their former habitat 
remains the same. Deer roam freely, and red-
tailed hawks and egrets swoop through the sky. 

O
ff the main drag and nestled 
between Morro Bay and Avila 
Beach lie two peaceful com-
munities, and many people 
have no idea they exist.
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“Nature is in abundance here, with natural 
springs, limestone ocean coves, and cypress 
trees,” says Bill Lee, proprietor of Back Bay 

inn. “Nature lovers go wild here — you can 
hike along scenic trails, kayak in the bay, ride 

horses on the beach, look for rare 
birds, play golf with gorgeous bay 
views. I could go on and on.” 

Hiking Heaven
Both Los Osos (population about 
15,000) and its Baywood Park neigh-
bor sit on the southern and eastern 
shores of a pristine tidal bay. 

“Baywood is like a Mayberry-type of experi-
ence,” says Alex Benson, owner of Baywood 

inn. “It has a warm and welcoming feeling you 
don’t find in many places anymore.” 

Visitors can hike along the Los Osos  
boardwalk trail through magical elfin Forest 

natural Preserve filled with native pygmy 
oaks and hundreds of other plant and animal 
species. Also, it’s a short walk to the end of 
Baywood Park Pier for an up-close encoun-
ter with sea and sand.

The oso de oro Loop (map available at 
WineCoastCountry.com) provides a guide to 21 
local points of interest. montaña de oro state 

Park encompasses 8,000 gorgeous acres along 
a rugged coastal peninsula where you can hike 
or cycle on more than 50 miles of trails. Stroll 
along the morro Dunes at the upper end of the 
peninsula for views of the Pacific and famous 
morro rock. 

Los Osos Creek pours into morro Bay  

estuary, an 800-acre wetland sanctuary home 
to more than 250 species of birds. Spot them at 
Fourth street overlook, a covered wildlife 
observation platform, and at serene sweet 

springs nature Preserve, with two freshwa-
ter ponds and a popular hiking trail that winds 
through eucalyptus groves. At morro Bay 

state Park, check out interactive exhibits at 
the natural history museum, and hike through 
meadows and mountains, same as grizzlies and 
explorers once did. 

Top to bottom: 
imposing Morro Rock; 

a bird’s-eye view of  
the coast and tidal bay 

area; pygmy oaks in 
elfin Forest Natural 

Preserve

Los Osos and  
Baywood Park

plan your los osos and Baywood 
park discovery route road trip at:  

VisitLosOsosBaywood.com 
WineCoastCountry.com

Los Osos Creek pours into Morro Bay  
Estuary, an 800-acre wetland sanctuary 
home to more than 250 species of birds.
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Soak up the sun and 
the sights on the Avila 

Beach promenade.

The restorative qualities of California’s Avila Beach 
make it a prime Central Coast destination. 

The Sunniest 
Side of Life

Soon thereafter, health-minded people from 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, and beyond trav-
eled here to “take the cure” in the restorative 
waters, just a few miles uphill from San Luis 
Bay. Folks still come to Avila (pronounced 
AH-vih-luh) to soak in the springs amid for-
ested hills and lush meadows, and to renew the 

body and sooth the soul via health and wellness 
programs. They also escape here to experience 
the fun activities of a classic California beach 
town and environs. 

From the hot-springs hub near Highway 
101, Avila Beach Drive travels the path of a 
three-mile creek down to a vibrant, charmingly 
quirky downtown with numerous wine-tasting 
rooms, shops, dining, and lodgings all within 
several blocks at ocean’s edge. Park in conve-
nient free spaces near the waterfront, or in 
large lots just a few blocks away. In summer, a 
free trolley runs along Avila Beach Drive and 
extends to Shell Beach and Pismo Beach com-
munities to the south. 

avila state Beach, a gorgeous, south- 
facing expanse of white sand at the edge of  

Drilling for oil atop Avila Valley 
in 1886, prospectors instead 
tapped into a different form 
of “liquid gold”: white-hot 
artesian mineral springs.
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Clockwise from top 
left: the stunning vista 
from Avila Beach Golf 
Resort; historic Point 
San luis lighthouse;  
a whale breaches in 
the bay; produce at 
Avila Valley Barn; 

relaxing at a local hot 
springs resort

Life center, open to the public daily in  
summer months, to learn about marine life  
and stewardship through interactive exhibits 
and special programs, including summer 
camps. In the pristine waters beyond the  
beach, fish from kayaks and charter boats,  
and cruise close to migrating whales who 
sometimes hang out for days to feast on abun-
dant marine life. 

San Luis Bay, is the town’s crown jewel. It bor-
ders an unusual cove, sheltered by tall moun-
tains and gentle hills. Locals claim it’s the 
sunniest beach in the region — warm tempera-
tures and blue skies prevail here, even when 
the rest of the Central Coast shivers in fog. 
Sunbathe, walk along the promenade, and fish 
from Avila Wharf. 

Head over to nearby avila Beach sea  

Avila Beach

plan your avila Beach discovery 
route road trip at:  

VisitAvilaBeach.com 
WineCoastCountry.com

A Tradition of Fresh Foods
Avila Beach once served as a major regional 
shipping port. Two historic piers remain as 
testament to the town’s heritage. At Port San 
Luis, a short jog up the road from downtown, 
walk along the timbers of harford Pier (one of 
the last covered piers in California) and watch 
commercial fishermen offload their catch. 
Stroll avila Downtown Pier, built in the 
1900s, for fantastic views of San Luis Bay and 
surrounding hills. 

Foodies come to Avila for its abundance of 
fresh local fare. A popular fish and farmers’ 
market in downtown Avila Beach sells fresh 
local produce and seafood while entertaining 
with music and family-friendly activities every 
Friday afternoon from April through Septem-
ber. Drive along see canyon and other pasto-
ral country roads that wind through the Avila 
Valley to fetch crisp, luscious apples and visit 
local wineries. 

On the way to or from the Avila Beach 
downtown, make a pit stop at avila Valley 

Barn. The old-fashioned, all-American com-
plex offers an amazing array of gourmet good-
ies and farm-style activities. Shop for local  
(and typically organic) fruits and veggies, savor 
homemade ice cream and fresh-from-the-oven 
pies, pet goats and ponies, and ride a hay wag-
on (offered on weekends) out to hand-pick 
seasonal produce. 

What a View!
Outdoor enthusiasts, including surfers, skate-
boarders, and golfers, come to Avila Beach to 
pursue their favorite activities in a sublime set-
ting, enjoying unparalleled views all the while. 
For a double dose of history and exercise, hike 
with a docent on a free tour along a super-scenic 
trail to Point san Luis Lighthouse, built in 
1890. Its rare Fresnel lens was restored and 
returned in 2010. Other hiking trails abound 
throughout the Avila hills and mountains. 

Many locals and visitors pedal along the 
three-mile, creekside Bob Jones trail that  
connects the beach to the top of the valley. 
Cycling enthusiasts will enjoy a rare treat here 
as they watch riders in the 2013 amgen tour 

of california race down Avila Beach Drive  
to the downtown finish line during Stage 5 on 
Thursday, May 16. 

In a nutshell — or, let’s make it a seashell 
— Avila Beach offers plenty to do for days on 
end. Plan a longer stay with a full range of 
lodging options, including resorts, hotels, inns, 
and vacation rentals. Charles Crellin, board 
chairman of the Avila Beach Tourism Alliance, 
sums up the town’s century-old allure: “Avila 
Beach has a little bit of everything. The attrac-
tions and the wonderful sense of community 
make Avila one of the most desirable destina-
tions on the Central Coast.”

For a double dose of history and exercise, 
hike with a docent on a free tour along  
a super-scenic trail to Point San Luis 
Lighthouse, built in 1890.
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Clockwise from top: 
AtV fun with the 

family along Oceano’s 
shore; the historic 
1904 train depot;  

a trail through Oso 
Flaco lake Natural 

Area

WineCoastCountry
Discovery Route
Winecoastcountry.com

Drive right on the beach and roam the state’s largest 
dune complex — only in Oceano and Nipomo.

Singular 
Adventure

But you’re not in the Sahara, nor near the Red 
Sea. You’re in Oceano, an authentic early Cali-
fornia beach town at the edge of the largest 
dunes complex in the state. This is the only 
place in California where you can drive right 
on the beach. And that movie was, in fact, shot 
just a few miles down the road.

The railroad first chugged into the area in 

the late 1800s and has been ferrying visitors 
ever since. Stop in the restored 1904 southern 

Pacific train depot museum, packed with 
railroad and historical artifacts of the commu-
nity, to learn about the area’s emergence as a 
popular holiday destination. Life here has 
changed little since those early days, when 
families dug for clams on the beach, chowders 
headlined nearly every menu, and creative 
spirits danced and painted amid the dunes. 
(Jerry Miller built the first dune buggy here  
in the 1950s.)

Today’s visitors to Oceano and Nipomo  
can choose from among many local lodging 
options, including bed-and-breakfast inns, 
vacation rental homes, resorts, hotels, and 
motels, reflecting rates for every budget.

Z
oom across giant white sand dunes 
in an ATV, next to sparkling waters 
of deep blue. The setting resem-
bles a scene from the 1923 silent 
film The Ten Commandments.

Colorful Kites and Butterflies
Locals and visitors alike indulge in the 
area’s diverse recreation opportunities, 
from horseback riding and golf to kite-
flying and ATV cruising. At oceano 

Dunes state Vehicular recreation 

area, rent various types of off-highway 
vehicles and camping trailers, and sign up 
for Hummer tours. You might even bump 
into film and photography crews, who continue 
to use the magnificent dunes as backdrops.

Wildlife flourishes in the 22,000-acre  
Guadalupe-nipomo Dunes complex — the 
most ecologically diverse in the state. It spans 
two counties, stretching north to Pismo state 

Beach Dune Preserve and Pismo state 

Beach, then south toward oceano Dunes, and  
beyond. Within Oceano Dunes lies oso Flaco 

Lake natural area, where you can cross the 
mile-long, ADA–accessible boardwalk while 
watching for some of the 1,200 species of plants 
and animals that live in the preserve.  

From October to February, more than 
50,000 monarch butterflies migrate a thousand 
miles to winter in a Pismo State Beach euca-
lyptus grove. Wildlife also thrives in the 
oceano lagoon; take the Guiton trail which 
encircles the north side to snap photos and spot 
rare bird species. 

A Long History of Travelers
Low-key Nipomo anchors the southern part of 
this pristine region. Its fascinating Old Town 
reflects the town’s rich history, which dates 
back to Chumash and Mexican eras. Experi-
ence it firsthand at the well-preserved, 129-acre 
rancho nipomo Dana adobe heritage 

Park. Captain William Dana built a 13-room 
adobe home here in 1839, and for many years it 
was a major welcome center for travelers fol-
lowing El Camino Real, the main road con-
necting the California missions. Among other 
museum exhibits, view the iconic Depression-
era photo Migrant Mother, taken in Nipomo by 
Dorothea Lange. Time your visit for a docent-
led tour of the nature center. 

Challenging golf courses, lemon and avo-
cado orchards, stands of eucalyptus trees, and 
colorful flower fields surround downtown Ni-
pomo and neighboring communities, providing 
an idyllic setting for any vacation. After experi-
encing the charms of Oceano and Nipomo, it’s 
easy to see why — like the monarch butterflies 
— so many people return year after year. 

Oceano and Nipomo

plan your oceano and nipomo 
discovery route road trip at: 
 VisitOceanoNipomo.com 
WineCoastCountry.com

From October to February, more  
than 50,000 monarch butterflies  

migrate a thousand miles to  
winter in a Pismo State Beach 
eucalyptus grove.
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Above: the region’s 
soil and climate are 
ideal for growing 

world-class grapes. 
Right: Road signs 

point to more than 20 
local wineries and 

tasting rooms.    

California’s Edna and Arroyo Grande Valleys serve 
it up with family flavor and a personal touch.

You’re just a few miles inland and only minutes 
from the San Luis Obispo County Regional 
Airport, where the rich soil and cool ocean 
breezes of Edna Valley and Arroyo Grande 
Valley — two official American Viticultural 
Areas (AVAs) — create ideal conditions for 
growing world-class grapes. Visitors can sample 
award-winning wines in more than 20 tasting 
rooms — mostly small, family-owned wineries 

with limited production. 
“It’s the warm relationships, this 

rare, one-on-one interaction with wine-
makers, that makes our wine region so 
special,” says Heather Muran, execu-
tive director of the San Luis Obispo 
Vintner’s Association. “You often find 
them pouring at the counter, and you 
hear the stories behind the wine.”

Before exploring the countryside, pick up  
a sandwich and wine touring maps at old edna 

townsite. In the early 1800s, it served as the 
valley’s hub. Today, the restored buildings house 
a deli and wine-tasting room owned by Sextant, 
and vintage farmhouse rentals. New this year  
is a monthly antiques show held on-site.  

At Greengate Farms (ggslo.com), ride 
horses through the vineyards with a guide or  
on your own. Swim, fish, hike, and windsurf at 
Lopez Lake recreation area, ten miles east 
of Highway 101 (slocountyparks.org). It’s a ha-
ven for hundreds of plant and animal species.  

Perfect for extended getaways, the sister  
valleys offer cozy, family-run lodgings, includ-
ing cabins, cottages, traditional B&Bs, and 
elegant suites on 
private estates. 

Says casitas 

estate owner Pat 
Goetz, “These two 
little valleys are 
hidden treasures 
because there’s a 
country feel, but 
the beach and 
restaurants are just 
a few miles away.”

P
eaceful two-lane roads 
wind past vineyards, oak-
studded hills, and unusual 
volcanic plugs that rise 
above the meadows. 

Edna Valley and  
Arroyo Grande Valley

plan your edna valley and  
arroyo Grande valley discovery 

route road trip at:  
slowine.com 

WineCoastCountry.com

Wine Central

WineCoastCountry
Discovery Route
Winecoastcountry.com


