
 

 

We’re overlooking a perfect crescent of sandy beach, watching the clam diggers harvest a 

chowder. In the protected harbor beyond, a vintage yacht with a rakish bowsprit gently bobs, while on 

the riprap break wall, anglers lazily cast crab snares and bait their hooks. Where are we, New England? 

Some remote fishing village far from traffic gridlock and urban stresses? No, just 25 miles down the 

coast from San Francisco, and within easy striking distance of Silicon Valley. A few miles above the 

charming coastal town of Half Moon Bay, a laid-back haven specializing in nature-focused getaways with 

organic dining, green wineries and sustainable shopping close at hand. It’s fast becoming a notable 

destination for green travel. And as we soak in this spirit-rejuvenating waterfront from our suite patio at 

the the aptly named Beach House, the eco-friendly boutique hotel we have chosen for this visit, we 

begin to understand why. 

Life is sweet when you have all the green pleasures of the Bay Area nearby, yet we can pretend we have 

traveled to a sleepy, remote place where it’s easy to decompress and hard to remember what was so 

important about those unanswered e-mails. 

http://.beach-house.com/half-moon-bay-hotels.html


From both the living and bedroom areas of the Beach House’s luxury loft suites, full advantage is taken 

of the majestic Pacific—three-quarters of the 54 suites have ocean views—and the Santa Cruz 

Mountains. In fact, when booking, there’s only the view to pick. Each suite features a patio or balcony, 

spacious bathroom with separate tub and shower and all have identical amenities, including Coyuchi 

organic duvets, organic in-room coffee service, and high-quality natural bath amenities. Recently 

refreshed rooms feature non-offgassing eco-paints. Cleaning and laundry is done with healthy, eco-

sensitive products. We could enumerate other green features, but the picture’s already in focus: 

gorgeous natural setting only steps off the beach and very satisfying eco-accommodations 

 “Everyone who works here also lives on the coast, so we’re all environmentally conscious as 

individuals,” says Dana Dahl, the Beach House’s long-time general manager and native local. 

The Beach House has no restaurant, but no worries. Excellent choices for local, sustainable dining are 

close at hand. Only a few yards’ walk away is Sam’s Chowder House, which would also be our pick for a 

sundowner. Its outdoor bar is fashioned after a beach shack, and there’s the oceanfront deck that wraps 

around awesome vistas to both ocean and Pillar Point Harbor. Sam’s is a big, boisterous place, and as 

the name implies, it’s styled on the classic seafood roadhouse. The menu is vast and the volume of 

meals served here, as many as 10 thousand a week, is a sourcing challenge for Executive ChefLewis 

Rossman, whose culinary background includes San Francisco’s highly regard Acquerello and Kokkari. All 

fish is fresh, never frozen, and wild-caught “as much as possible”; Rossman tells us he does his best to 

follow the Seafood Watchrecommendations for sustainable catch published by the Monterey Bay 

Aquarium. He buys produce from local farms, much of it organic. In addition, he uses biodegradable 

packaging for to-go orders and recycles about 300 gallons of rice-based, trans fat-free fry oil a week, 

donating it to a local auto repair guy who filters it for biofuel. There’s also a solar electric system 

covering the restaurant’s rooftop. 

 

http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/samschowderhouse.com/
http://www.mbayaq.org/cr/seafoodwatch.asp
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-sams/


Sam’s Chowder House: sundowners on the oceanfront deck 

Sam’s is the place to order straightforward preparations of seasonal local seafood, much of it caught by 

the fishing fleet of Pillar Point: dungeness crab, rock cod, petrale soul, halibut, salmon. The 

accoutrements are more than you might expect from a chowder house, ranging from Umbrian lentils 

with a wild mushroom ragout to red kuri pumpkin purée with Tuscan kale and smoked bacon. We enjoy 

Sam’s version of Manhattan clam chowder, a house specialty, which is light like a fish soup and nicely 

spiced. The stars of our meal, though, are the grilled local sardines—a pair of six-inch, blackened 

beauties that are moist and flaky inside—and served with roasted cauliflower and broccoli. Oh, yes, and 

the simple but so-good dessert of soft-serve vanilla ice cream (from Marin County organic and 

environmental icon Straus Family Creamery) with olive oil and salt (“try it, we dare you,”  the menu 

taunts). 

More green dining 

 

Blue Sky Farms: organic ecotourism certified 

Venture a bit further and other great green dining options await. For casual breakfast and lunch fare, 

stop at Blue Sky Farms, a native plant nursery right on Highway Onethat doubles as an organic café with 

a tranquil back patio; it’s one of more than two dozen local businesses that “promote sustainable 

business practices and value the unique historic, natural and cultural heritage of our coast,” as certified 

http://strausfamilycreamery.com/
http://blueskyfarmsltd.com/
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-bluesky/


by the Half Moon Bay Coastside Ecotourism program. Other members include kayak rentals, 

sportfishing charters, wineries, tours, bird refuges, farmers’ markets, lodgings and the award-winning 

cheesemaker, Harley Farms Goat Dairy, in Pescadero (highly recommended for a visit and tasting). 

 

Cafe Gibraltar: eclectic organic 

Two other nearby dining standouts are Café Gibraltar in El Granadaand Chez Shea in downtown Half 

Moon Bay. They originally shared ownership, and they still share an eclectic approach based exclusively 

on organic ingredients and sustainable seafood. Café Gibraltar is the fine dining option, and its dinner-

only, Mediterranean-inspired menu has won a Michelin recommendation and other honors for 

Chef/owner José Luis Ugalde. An especially good deal there is the three-course meal for $25 served 

from 5–6 p.m., Tuesday through Friday. At Chez Shea, open for lunch, dinner and weekend brunch, you 

order at the counter and wait for your selection to be brought to your table (don’t miss the backyard 

patio); Mediterranean cuisines also predominate here—ranging from Spain to Egypt to Greece and 

Lebanon—with lots of Mexico and America mixed in. When you go, pay a visit to Earth Impact, a few 

doors away on Main Street, for a nice selection of sustainable and fair trade clothing, jewelry and 

household goods. Or if you prefer to stock up on your own groceries, head to New Leaf Community 

Market, which carries a wide selection of organic and natural products. 

http://halfmoonbayecotourism.com/
http://harleyfarms.com/
http://cafegibraltar.com/
http://chez-shea.com/
http://www.newleaf.com/retailer/store_templates/am_custom_page.asp?PageID=26&storeID=j3qsseqx5cs92j2000akhmccqja05t39
http://www.newleaf.com/retailer/store_templates/am_custom_page.asp?PageID=26&storeID=j3qsseqx5cs92j2000akhmccqja05t39
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-gibraltar/


 

Woodside Pub: diver scallop carpaccio 

For an over-the-top dining experience, though, we urge you to head to the village of Woodside, about 

half-an-hour (traffic willing) from Half Moon Bay. This is Big Tech Money country. Steve Jobs lived here. 

But so does Neil Young and Michele Pfieffer. The restaurant’s name, The Village Pub, sounds run-of-the-

mill, but in reality it’s anything but. This Michelin one-starred restaurant is led by a Minsk-born chef who 

worked with the legendary Daniel Boulud in New York and Daniel Humm in San Francisco. Not only that, 

but Chef Dmitri Elperin gets 80 percent of his produce, all grown without synthetic pesticides, 

herbicides, or fertilizers, from the SMIP Ranch (an acronym for sic manebimus in pace, Latin for “thus 

we will remain in peace”) in the hills above the village. Service is impeccable but pub-friendly: our server 

brings us a complimentary sip of spring garlic soup with nettle foam in an espresso cup—”I’ve been 

getting raves, and several Tweets, about this”—and we watch in stunned silence as white-coated 

busmen lay down fresh tablecloths and proceed to iron out the creases. Everything we try is deft, 

balanced: diver scallop carpaccio, smoked trout beignets, morcilla (blood sausage) with “pomme puree,” 

even the butter lettuce salad with wafer-thin slices of watermelon radish, walnut vinaigrette and a 

tarragon mousseline. When our ordered courses do not synch, one of us gets the full portion, the other 

a baby bite of the same dish. Meanwhile, on the sound system Frank croons as only he can and we try 

inventing identities for the well-heeled luncheon crowd on their plush chairs and banquettes of scarlet. 

What fun. 

Green wine in the sky 

http://thevillagepub.net/
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-villagepub/


 

Forgarty Winery & Vineyards: Albutom Chardonney Vineyard 

After such pampering, it’s only natural we should be in a mood to go wine tasting. As luck would have it, 

a short, scenic drive up Woodside Road and a left onto Skyline Boulevard takes us to Thomas Fogarty 

Winery & Vineyards, our favorite sustainably farmed winery in San Mateo County. Founded in 1978 by 

inventor Dr. Thomas Fogarty (he owns 65 medical patents, including the balloon catheter) and 

winemaker Michael Martella, this wine estate boasts perhaps the most prestigious planting of pinot 

noir and chardonnay, plus small lots of merlot and sangiovese, in the Santa Cruz Mountains. 

Trust us, these limited production wines are impressive—almost all are unfiltered and undergo only 

open-barrel fermentation with native yeasts—and the views in the tasting room at 2 thousand feet 

above sea level are just as satisfying. Fogarty is also certified by the Half Moon Bay Coastside Ecotourism 

program. 

We’re saving the best for last. This is magnificent coast and mountain country, much of it relatively 

untrammeled. The drive along Highway One is a tonic in itself, and rife with public beaches, tidepools, 

ocean bluffs, marshes and trailheads. Surfers and surfsailers are easy to spot, and often so are whale 

spouts and other sea life. Rent a sea kayak, go on a whale watching boat, ride a bike along Half Moon 

Bay’s seven-mile coastline trail. The annual Half Moon Bay Pumpkin Festival in October draws hundreds 

of thousands of people. The Half Moon Bay Coastal Flower Market, held every third Sunday from May 

through September, showcases the wide variety of flowers and flowering plants grown on the San 

Mateo County coastside. 

Jousting alpha males 

http://fogartywinery.com/
http://fogartywinery.com/
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-fogarty/


 

Ano Nuevo State Park: papa elephant seal and a pair of pups 

Or, for one of the most unforgettable encounters with the natural world that California has to offer, 

hang with the elephant seals at Año Nuevo State Park. The park, the largest mainland breeding colony 

in the world for the northern elephant seal, is roughly 26 miles south of Half Moon Bay on Highway One, 

and you’ll need to book a reservation for a guided walk during the breeding season, December through 

March, when the two-and-half ton males joust loudly and ferociously for mates on the beaches and the 

females give birth to their cute pups on the dunes. Between April and November, the seals return in 

smaller numbers to molt. 

Just offshore, there’s an island that’s home to an abandoned lighthouse station, birds, sea lions and 

harbor seals; and just beyond that, great white sharks live and feed on the unlucky pinnipeds who 

venture there. It’s also not unusual to see orcas, who also feed on the young seals. Throughout spring, 

California gray whales are frequently spotted passing by on their annual migration between winter 

breeding grounds and summers in the Bering Sea. Friendly volunteer guides will tell you the whole story 

of this amazing ecosystem, and especially the elephant seal, which once were nearly hunted to 

extinction. And they’ll probably let you get within 30 yards or so of these massive creatures, alert for any 

aggressive signals that means it’s time for us to make an orderly retreat. 

http://parks.ca.gov/?page_id=523
http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-anonuevo/


 

Ano Nuevo: heap o’ “weaner” pups 

On the overcast day in late March we take our guided walk, toward the end of the breeding and birthing 

season, the official seal census stands at a dozen males, eight females and 1,200 weaned pups. A pair of 

male weaners square off in the surf, practicing the combat that will eventually determine if either of 

them grows up to be that rare alpha male, chest scarred from battle, with his private harem of females. 

Imagine. So much for green travelers to see and do in Half Moon Bay in California and its eco-friendly 

environs—we’ve only hit the highlights. It’s a world apart from the polished charms of San Francisco and 

the high-tech buzz of Silicon Valley. “Most people think it’s far away, but it’s only 20 minutes from 

everything and who doesn’t love the sound of waves to rock you to sleep every night?” 

http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-anonuev-pups/


 

Beach House Hotel: sunset in Pillar Point Harbor 

 

http://greentravelerguides.com/half-moon-bay-green-travel/calif-hmb-bch-hse-vu/

