
 

 

By Deborah Grossman 

The hunt for quintessential California coastal life leads to the Half Moon Bay area. Breathtaking vistas, 

intrepid surfers, talented farmers, fishermen, chef, sommeliers and brewers all reside in the small 

community along Route 1, aka the Pacific Coast highway. Located 35 minutes from San Francisco 

between the ocean and Santa Cruz Mountains,  Half Moon Bay is a small town of 12,000 with a special 

passion for celebrating the holidays. 

The oldest town in San Mateo County, Half Moon Bay has deep 

agricultural roots with pumpkins, Christmas trees, flowers and 

artichokes long grown in the area. Originally called Spanishtown for 

the number of Spanish speaking residents, it was renamed to honor 

the crescent shaped harbor north of town. During Prohibition, the 

hard-to-find ocean coves and foggy mornings attracted rumrunners 

and moonshiners. Now there is dining, art, shopping, and wine tasting. 

Today the area attracts visitors from around the world. A prime home base for a stay in Half Moon Bay is 

the Ritz-Carlton, located minutes from downtown off Route 1. With a sandy beach color palette, the 

low-profile but stately hotel overlooks dramatic sea cliffs. The two golf courses, spa, multiple gourmet 

options add to its renown as Northern California’s only seaside resort. 

The concierge services are comprehensive. But an easy way to experience the area is to grab the hotel’s 

“Signature Drive” instructions, and hop in the car for one of the five coastal drives. Downtown with its 

historic buildings such as the 1855 Zaballa House serves as a gateway to the area. The Spanishtown 

Historical Society in the former jail provides a free, self-guided tour of homes, churches, bridges and 

buildings.  
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The “Signature Drive” gives recommendations for the fall pumpkin 

routes and activities which can be overwhelming due to the sheer 

volume of options. The Annual Safeway World Championship Pumpkin 

Weigh-Off may get the most media attention, but the Annual Half 

Moon Bay Art and Pumpkin Festival, in its 44th year, is older. There is a 

Pumpkin Run and numerous Pick-Your-Own Pumpkin Patches. Ask any 

local, and they will share the location of their favorite patch. 

For those who love hiking, the Redwood Forest itinerary leads you to exploration of the beautiful, and 

rare redwoods. Along the Pacific Coast route, there are horseback riding stables, whale watching in 

winter and bird-watching year-round. Surfing is available nearby at specific times of the year at the 

famous Maverick’s cove and Surfer’s Beach. The Ritz-Carlton recreation team can arrange à la carte surf 

instruction and provide the surfboard, wetsuit, and transportation. 

A short drive to the Santa Cruz Mountain wine region  yields opportunities for tasting at over 60 

wineries. La Nebbia Winery, a short distance from downtown, and Barterra Winery on Main Street offer 

wines from vineyards around California. 

For interactive wine education, consider tasting at the ENO wine 

lounge at the Ritz-Carlton. Open to the public, the wine bar hosts 

several unusual wine flights from around the world accompanied by 

cheese and chocolate. 

A bonus of visiting ENO is the seaside view as you sip. The bar opens 

into the Conversatory Lounge with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean. The Lounge serves 

lunch and dinner and the cocktail bar mixes up an array of quality spirits from cosmopolitan creations to 

beach drinks such as the Trade Winds and High Tide. 

With the numerous gourmet choices and opportunities for active 

and relaxing pursuits at the resort, John-André Wielenberg, the 

former Food and Beverage Director at the Ritz-Carlton who is now 

based in Los Angeles, summed up the top pastime of guests. “The 

best part of the experience here is sitting outside on one of the 

Adirondack chairs and seeing the sun go down.” 

The chairs on the terrace are ideal for sunset-watching, golf tracking, and at night, the fire pits 

encourage s’mores making. In the cooler months the gazebo on the terrace transforms into a hot 

chocolate bar with or without alcoholic additions. For those taking in the fine weather, the Ocean 

Terrace café serves up light fare, custom cocktails, beer and wine. 

Award-winning Navio restaurant is the focal point of the food and wine experience at the resort. 

Restaurant Chef Kevin Tanaka grew up in Hawaii and appreciates the bounty of Pacific seafood and local 

produce. Tanaka is so focused on his network of local purveyors that he coined the term “hyper-local.” 

His cooking philosophy is simple. “If you want a great menu, keep it simple. You don’t need a million 

ingredients. Just focus on what’s fresh and good.” 
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An outstanding communicator and teacher, Tanaka shines during his “In the 

Kitchen” series. The fall theme is “Pumpkin, Pumpkin, Pumpkin.” This series 

of monthly demonstration-style cooking events in October, highlights 

creative ways to cook with various varieties of pumpkin. For the Navio 

“Pumpkin Brunch,” Tanaka may serve pumpkin soup and risotto. Lunch and 

dinner may feature smoked pumpkin ravioli with squid ink pasta, pumpkin-

spiced espresso trifle with pumpkin seed brittle or spicy pumpkin crème 

brulée. 

Tanaka ramps up his creative energies during the Vintner Series. These weekend events feature wine 

educators from Northern California wineries who host Happy Hour tastings at the ENO tasting bar and 

circulate with guests during winemaker dinners. Tanka dives into the kitchen to design food pairings for 

each wine. 

One of the recent vintner dinners featured Duckhorn Vineyards with winemaker Don LaBorde on hand. 

Reflecting on the dinner, LaBorde said, “Navio is ahead of the winemaker dinners’ game. Sometimes 

winemaker dinners are like a lecture with a microphone and formality. But here I get to chat with each 

table about our wine and Kevin’s food.” 

Though sommeliers might pair fish with white wine, the many flavor 

layers in Tanaka’s seared sea bass matched well with Duckhorn 

Merlot. Tanka placed the fish on a bed of puréed butternut squash 

accompanied by roasted tri-color cauliflower, pine nut and gold raisin 

agro dolce (sweet vinegar sauce) with a garnish of cocoa oil. The 

chocolate notes in the sauce married well with the full-bodied Merlot. 

With views of the Pacific from every seat, Navio offers an extensive 

raw bar menu. The seafood platters include many varieties of oysters, 

clams and shrimp with an unusual yuzu aioli. Navio is also an excellent 

choice for breakfast. From California sourdough French toast with berry compote to buttermilk 

pancakes with date butter, the wakeup call is answered in gourmet fashion. The signature “Coastal” 

eggs Benedict with fresh Dungeness crab, artichoke spread, and lemon Hollandaise offers a variety of 

rich, fresh and tart flavors. 

After breakfast, a visit to the indoor pool or fitness center helps work off the calories. If being outdoors 

is your way to relax, playing golf on one of the two courses at the Ritz-Carlton brings seaside vistas and 

par challenges. The resort’s spa offers a full spectrum of treatments. The autumn menu includes the Half 

Moon Bay pumpkin facial not simply for the Halloween connection—the enzymes in the pumpkin mask 

are high in beta carotene and vitamins A and C which impart a smooth, plump and hydrated effect. 

After activities at the resort or in town, consider the short drive to the Half Moon Bay Brewing Co. at 

Pillar Point Harbor overlooking the Marina. Here the local brews and full beer-friendly menu attract loyal 

fans. Seasonal fare for food—think Oktoberfest beer bratwurst and crab and pumpkin bisque—are 

matched with seasonal brews such as Imperial Pumpkin Ale. Later, expect Frosty Wave Winter Ale. 
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Behind the restaurant is the Maverick’s Beer Garden and on-site brewery where the beers and ale are 

piped directly to the bar. 

Year round, Half Moon Bay is a well-rounded destination for indoors 

or outdoors rejuvenation. Summer carries a surfing and beach ethos 

to the area. After pumpkin mania, Half Moon Bay takes on the 

holiday spirit. The city is strung with lights and holiday specials, and 

at the Ritz-Carlton’s festively decorated gazebo, the resident 

bagpiper chimes in the sunset with ancient tunes. 
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