
 

 

The Peninsula Coast 

The largely undeveloped coastline of the Peninsula south of San Francisco is worlds 

away from the inland valleys. A few small towns, countless beaches and salty prides of 

sea lions trace the way 75 miles south to the mellow summer fun of Santa Cruz and 

Capitola. Bluffs protect the many nudist beaches from prying eyes and make a popular 

launching pad for hang-glider pilots, particularly at Fort Funston, a mile south of the San 

Francisco Zoo, which is also the point where the earthquake-causing San Andreas Fault 

enters the sea, not to surface again until Point Reyes. Skyline Boulevard follows the coast 

from here past the repetitious tracts of proverbial ticky-tacky houses that make up Daly 

City, before heading inland towards Woodside at its intersection with Hwy-1, which 

continues south along the coast. Driving Hwy-1 can be a relaxing jaunt providing jaw-

dropping views of the ocean, as long as you avoid the summer-weekend traffic jams. Try 

hitting the road at sunrise if you can manage it and, provided the fog isn’t obscuring 

everything, expect a magical ride. 

Pacifica and Around 

 

San Pedro Point, a popular surfing beach fifteen miles south of San Francisco proper, and 

the town of Pacifica mark the southern extent of the city’s suburban sprawl. Pacifica is a 

pleasant stopover for lunch and wave-gazing around Rockaway Beach. It exudes the 

feeling of an old-time resort and seems a million miles away from San Francisco.  

 

Sweeney Ridge, south of Pacifica, is the point from where Spanish explorer Gaspar de 

Portola discovered the San Francisco Bay in 1769. In the nineteenth century Pacifica’s 

Ocean Shore Railroad Depot, now a private residence, was built here and is one of the 

few surviving remnants of an ill-advised train line between San Francisco and Santa 

Cruz. Wiped out during the 1906 earthquake, the line was in any case never more than a 

third complete. Its few patrons had to transfer back and forth by ferry to connect the 

stretches of track that were built, the traces of which you can still see scarring the face of 

the bluffs.  

 

The continually eroding cliffs make construction of any route along the coast difficult, as 

evidenced a mile south by the Devil’s Slide, which has required constant repairs over the 

decades but finally closed to motorized traffic in 2013, when the new Tom Lantos tunnels 

opened. At the time of writing, plans were afoot to turn the old road into a hiker/biker 

trail. The slide area was a popular dumping spot for corpses of those who fell foul of 

rum-runners during Prohibition and is featured under various names in many of Dashiell 

Hammett’s detective stories.  



 

Just south of the Devil’s Slide, Gray Whale Cove State Beach (daily 8am–sunset; free) is 

clothing-optional. Despite the name, it’s not an especially great place to look for 

migrating grey whales but the stairway at the bus stop does lead down to a fine strand. 

Montara and Around 

 

Around five miles south of Pacifica, the small and sleepy town of Montara is draped 

across a leafy hillside. A good half-mile west of Hwy-1, the red-roofed buildings of the 

1875 Montara Lighthouse, set among the windswept Monterey pine trees at the top of a 

steep cliff, have been converted into a youth hostel (see p.000).  

 

Just south of the turn to the Montara lighthouse, at the end of California Street, the 

Fitzgerald Marine Reserve (T650 728 3584, Wfitzgeraldreserve.org) offers three miles of 

diverse oceanic habitat, peaceful trails and, at low tide, the best tide pools in the Bay 

Area. The ranger often gives free interpretive walks through the reserve at low tide, the 

best time to explore, so call ahead or ask at one of the coast’s tourist offices for low-tide 

times. The reserve encompasses tranquil Moss Beach and the eponymous community 

behind it.  

 

Half Moon Bay  

 

Just beyond the south end of Fitzgerald Marine Reserve, Pillar Point juts out into the 

Pacific, marking the northern end of gently curving Half Moon Bay, whose crescent 

shape gives it its name. Mavericks Beach, just off Pillar Point beyond the enormous 

communications dish, is the first of its splendid beaches and boasts the largest waves in 

North America. It attracts some of the world’s best (and craziest) surfers when conditions 

are right and was captured in all its raging glory in the surfing documentary Riding 

Giants. Just watching them can be an exhilarating way to spend an hour or so and 

hundreds of people do just that every day. There’s a long breakwater you can walk out 

on, too, but remember never to turn your back to the ocean – rogue waves have crashed in 

and swept unsuspecting tourists to their deaths.  

 

Immediately to the south, the neighbouring villages of Princeton-by-the-Sea, whose main 

drag beside the marina has become extremely trendy, and El Grenada both have good 

restaurants serving freshly caught fish and seafood. Further along, surfers also frequent 

the waters just offshore from the splendid long stretch of Miramar Beach. After a day in 

the water or on the beach, the place to head is the beachfront Douglas Beach House (see 

p.000), an informal jazz club and beer bar that faces the sands.  

 

The delightful town of Half Moon Bay itself lies just over twenty miles from the southern 

reaches of San Francisco and is the largest place between there and Santa Cruz. It was 

originally called Spanishtown, as it was founded when Spanish settlers forced the native 

Costonoa off the land in the 1840s and is thus the oldest European settlement in San 

Mateo County. Lined by miles of sandy beaches, the town is surprisingly rural 

considering its proximity to San Francisco and Silicon Valley and sports a number of 



ornate Victorian wooden houses clustered around its centre. The oldest of these, at the 

north end of Main Street, was built in 1849 just across a little stone bridge over Pillarcitos 

Creek.  

 

The town hosts two popular festivals, the first being the Holy Ghost and Pentecost 

Festival, a parade and barbecue held on the seventh Sunday after Easter; the other is the 

Pumpkin Festival, which celebrates the harvest of the area’s many pumpkin farms just in 

time for Halloween, when the fields around town are full of families searching for the 

perfect jack-o’-lantern to greet the hordes of trick-or-treaters. Half Moon Bay State Park 

(daily 8am–sunset; $10 parking), half a mile west of the town, has a great stretch of beach 

and good camping (see p.000). 

 

RIDING BY THE WAVES 

 

If you fancy an equestrian experience beside the Pacific, Sea Horse Ranch and Friendly 

Acres, one mile north of Half Moon Bay at 2150 N Cabrillo Hwy (daily 8am–5.30pm; 

T650 726 9903, Wseahorseranch.org), operate trail rides for $55 per hour and one-hour-

thirty-minute beach rides for $65, or you can combine the two and get two hours for $75. 

Reservations by phone only are essential for individuals or small groups.  

Butano Redwood Forest and Butano State Park 

 

If you’ve got a car and it’s not a great day for the beach, head up into the hills above the 

coast, where the thousands of acres of the Butano Redwood Forest feel at their most 

ancient and primeval in the greyest, gloomiest weather. About half of the land between 

San Jose and the coast is protected from development in a variety of state and county 

parks, all of which are virtually deserted despite being within a thirty-minute drive of the 

Silicon Valley sprawl. Any one of a dozen roads heads through endless stands of 

untouched forest and even the briefest of walks will take you seemingly miles from any 

sign of civilization. Hwy-84 climbs up from San Gregorio through the Sam McDonald 

County Park to the hamlet of La Honda, where Ken Kesey had his ranch during the 

Sixties and once notoriously invited the Hell’s Angels to a party. From here, you can 

continue on to Palo Alto or loop back to the coast via Pescadero Road. A mile east of 

Pescadero, Cloverdale Road heads south to Butano State Park, where you can hike and 

camp overlooking the Pacific. 

Pescadero and Around 

 

Tiny Pescadero itself has one of the best places to eat on the Peninsula – Duarte’s Tavern 

(see p.000) – as well as a petrol station, just about the last place to fill up north of Santa 

Cruz. Just north of the turnoff to the village from Hwy-1, Pescadero State Beach is yet 

another fine spot for a dip, with no time restrictions or parking fee. The marsh between 

the beach and the town is a great place for watching waterfowl, especially at high tide. 

Pescadero, which was founded by Portuguese fishermen, celebrates the same Holy Ghost 

Festival as Half Moon Bay but a week earlier, on the sixth Sunday after Easter. The 

festival is also known by its Portuguese name of Chamarita. 

 



Five miles south of Pescadero, you can visit the grounds of the Pigeon Point Lighthouse 

(daily 8am–sunset; free; T650 879 2120) but the structure itself is closed. The old 

lighthouse-keeper’s quarters function as the memorable HI-Pigeon Point Lighthouse 

Hostel (see p.000).  

 

The calmest, most pleasant beach for wading is Bean Hollow State Beach, a mile north of 

the hostel; it’s free but has very limited parking.  

The Año Nuevo State Reserve 

 

Elephant seal tours: hourly 8am–4pm • $7 per person, $10 parking • T1 800 444 4445, 

Wparks.ca.gov. If you’re here between mid-December and the end of March continue 

south another five miles to the Año Nuevo State Reserve for a chance to see one of 

nature’s most bizarre spectacles – the mating rituals of northern elephant seals. These 

massive, ungainly creatures, fifteen feet long and weighing up to three tonnes, were once 

found all along the coast, though they were nearly hunted to extinction by whalers in the 

nineteenth century. During the mating season, the beach is literally a seething mass of 

blubbery bodies, with the trunk-nosed males fighting it out for the right to sire as many as 

fifty pups in a season. At any time of the year, you’re likely to see half a dozen or so 

dozing in the sands. The reserve is also good for birding, and in March you might even 

catch sight of migrating grey whales. 

 

The slowly resurgent Año Nuevo elephant seal population is still carefully protected and 

during the breeding season the obligatory guided tours – designed to protect spectators as 

much as to give the seals some privacy – begin booking in October. Otherwise tickets are 

usually made available to people staying at the Pigeon Point Lighthouse Hostel, and from 

April to November you can get a free permit from the park entrance to visit the point. 

 

ARRIVAL AND INFORMATION: THE PENINSULA COAST 

 

By bus BART only travels down the Peninsula as far as Millbrae but you can connect 

onto SamTrans (see p.000) buses south along the coast to Half Moon Bay.  

 

Pacifica Chamber of Commerce, 225 Rockaway Beach Ave (Mon–Fri 9am–5pm, Sat & 

Sun 10am–4.30pm; T650 355 4122, Wpacificachamber.com). 

 

Half Moon Bay Chamber of Commerce, 235 Main St (Mon–Fri 9am–4pm; T650 726 

8380, Whmbchamber.org). 

 

ACCOMMODATION 

 

PACIFICA 

Pacifica Motor Inn 200 Rockaway Beach Ave T650 359 7700 or T1 800 522 3772, 

Wpacificamotorinn.com. Simple but large pet-friendly motel rooms just a block inland 

from the beach. Complimentary continental breakfasts. $75 

Sea Breeze Motel 100 Rockaway Beach Ave T650 359 3903, Wnicksrestaurant.net. 



These small rooms, attached to Nick’s (see p.000), have the advantage of ocean views. 

It’s also just a few yards to the small but pretty black-sand beach. $85 

 

MONTARA AND AROUND 

 

Goose & Turrets 835 George St T650 728 5451, Wgooseandturretsbandb.com. Quirky 

and cosy Victorian house run by an engaging older couple. Great gourmet breakfasts and 

afternoon tea included. $175 

 

HI-Point Montara Lighthouse Off Hwy-1, SamTrans bus #294 from Pacifica T650 728 

7177, Wnorcalhostels.org. Dorms and rooms are in the converted outhouses of an 1875 

lighthouse. Office hours 7.30am–10pm. Small discount for HI members. Dorms $30, 

doubles from $74 

 

Seal Cove Inn 221 Cypress Ave, Moss Beach T650 728 4114 or T1 800 995 9987, 

Wsealcoveinn.com. Splendid inn with the style of an opulent hotel but B&B friendliness. 

Has a path to the Fitzgeral Marine Reserve. $235 

 

HALF MOON BAY 

 

Half Moon Bay Lodge 2400 Cabrillo Hwy S (Hwy-1) T650 726 9000 or T1 800 710 

0778, Whalfmoonbaylodge.com. Now family-run and beautifully renovated from its 

previous incarnation as a Best Western, the mission-style lodge has comfortable rooms 

with lush garden views. Breakfast included. $159 

 

Half Moon Bay State Beach Campground 95 Kelly Ave T1 800 444 7275, 

Wparks.ca.gov. Plenty of tent sites in the woods, right behind the splendid beach. Decent 

shared facilities. $35, plus hike/bike-in $7  

 

Landis Shores Oceanfront Inn 211 Mirada Rd, 2 miles north of Half Moon Bay T650 726 

6644, Wlandisshores.com. Overlooking the crashing Pacific waves, this smart modern 

hotel offers a friendly B&B atmosphere and state-of-the-art amenities. Complimentary 

afternoon wine from the owner’s huge cellar. $285 

 

Mill Rose Inn 615 Mill St T650 726 8750 or T1 800 900 7673, Wmillroseinn.com. Top 

of the B&Bs in town is this intricately designed place with luxurious rooms. The gazebo 

in the beautiful garden contains a huge hot tub. $175 

 

Oceano Hotel & Spa 280 Capistrano Rd T650 726 5400, Woceanohalfmoonbay.com. 

Latching itself onto the cachet of Half Moon Bay, this modern luxury hotel offers 

superbly fitted out rooms with harbour views and full spa facilities. $249 

 

Old Thyme Inn 779 Main St T650 726 1616 or T1 800 720 4277, Woldthymeinn.com. A 

Victorian house with cosy and beautifully furnished rooms, the pricier ones with hot tubs. 

Easily walkable to the town’s restaurants facilities. $159 

 



PESCADERO AND AROUND 

 

Butano State Park Campground 1500 Cloverdale Rd T1800 444 7275, 

Wreserveamerica.com. RV and tent spaces located in a beautiful redwood forest. Clean 

bathrooms and cooking facilities. Pitches $35, hook ups $40 

 

Costanoa Coastal Lodge & Camp 2001 Rossi Rd, just south of Pescadero T650 879 1100 

or T1 877 262 7848, Wcostanoa.com. Offers a pampered night under the stars with 

accommodation ranging from modest cabins to luxury suites. Cabins $95, suites $350 

 

HI-Pigeon Point Lighthouse Hostel 5 miles south of Pescadero T650 879 0633, 

Wnorcalhostels.org. Stay in the well-kept old lighthouse-keeper’s quarters and enjoy the 

ocean view and breeze. Check-in from 3pm, curfew 11pm; reservations essential in 

summer. Small discount for HI members. Dorms from $28, doubles from $74 

EATING AND DRINKING 

 

 

PACIFICA 

 

Nick’s Seashore Restaurant 101 Rockaway Beach Ave T650 359 3903, 

Wnicksrestaurant.net. An all-purpose joint providing cheap breakfasts, moderate pasta 

options, and pricier steak/seafood dishes for $22–32. Mon–Thurs 11am–10pm, Fri 9am–

10pm, Sat–Sun 8am–10pm, bar till 1am. 

 

Rock’n’Rob’s 450 Dundee Way T650 359 3663. Tucked in a small mall close to the 

seafront, this simple diner is recommended for its filling burgers and other classic 

American favourites. Daily 11.30am–8pm, closed Tues. 

 

MONTARA 

 

La Costanera 8150 Cabrillo Hwy (Hwy-1) T650 728 1600, Wlacostanerarestaurant.com. 

One of the most highly rated venues on the coast, serving traditional Peruvian cuisine and 

lovely pisco sours in the smart interior or on the breezy deck. Tues–Thurs & Sun 5–9pm, 

Fri & Sat 5–9.30pm. 

 

Moss Beach Distillery 140 Beach Way, Moss Beach T650 728 0220, 

Wmossbeachdistillery.com. Top quality seafood and meat dishes go for around $20–35 

per entree at the popular restaurant but there’s a cheaper bar menu or you can enjoy a 

sunset cocktail from the patio overlooking the ocean. Mon–Thurs noon–8.30pm, Fri–Sat 

noon–9pm, Sun 11–8.30pm. 

 

HALF MOON BAY 

 

Barbara’s Fish Trap 281 Capistrano Rd, Princeton-by-the-Sea T650 728 7049, 

Wbarbarasfishtrap.com. This oceanfront place has an unbeatable view and serves 



excellent fish, seafood and pasta dishes for around $20–25. Don’t miss their delicious 

clam chowder. Sun–Thurs 11am–9pm, Fri–Sat 11am–9.30pm. 

 

Café Gibraltar 425 Ave Alhambra, El Grenada T650 560 9039, Wcafegibraltar.com. Set 

back from Hwy-1 but with ocean views, this classy establishment boasts fine decor and 

finer Mediterranean cuisine made from local organic produce. Delights such as arni 

fricasse (Greek-style lamb with celery) cost around $25. Tues–Thurs, Sun 5–9pm, Fri–

Sat 5–9.45pm. 

 

Cameron’s Inn 1410 S Cabrillo Hwy (Hwy-1), 1m south of Half Moon Bay T650 726 

5705, Wcameronsinn.com. Decent pub grub for $10–16, over 20 draft beers from English 

ales to local microbrews, British football on TV and a unique double-decker bus make 

this a top spot. Three rooms available too. Daily 11am–11pm.  

 

Cetrella 845 Main St T650 726 4090, Wcetrella.com. The classiest option in town is this 

award-winning Mediterranean restaurant, with delights such as braised Australian lamb 

shank for around $25; live jazz Sat & Sun evenings. Tues–Thurs, Sun 5.30–9.30pm, Fri–

Sat 5.30–10pm; bar opens later; Sun brunch 10.30am–2.30pm. 

 

Douglass Beach House Miramar Beach T650 726 4143, Wbachddsoc.org. On Sunday 

afternoons this beachfront bar becomes an informal seaside jazz club that attracts 

surprisingly big names. Sun 4.30–7.15pm; bar hours vary. 

 

Half Moon Bay Brewing Company 390 Capistrano Ave, Princeton-by-the-Sea T650 728 

2739, Whmbbrewingco.com. An excellent option where you can wash down a full meal 

or cheaper bar snack with their own finely crafted ales. Mon–Thurs 11.30am–10pm, Fri 

11.30am–11pm, Sat 11am–11pm, Sun 11am–10pm.  

 

Pasta Moon 315 Main St T650 726 5125, Wpastamoon.com. Elegant but unpretentious 

Italian place that serves excellent pizza, pasta and mouthwatering dishes such as seafood 

spiedini. Entrées $18–35. Mon–Fri 11.30am–2.30pm, Sat–Sun noon–3pm. 

 

Sam’s Chowder House 4210 Cabrillo Hwy (Hwy-1), Princeton-by-the-Sea T650 712 

0245, Wsamschowderhouse.com. Sam’s has established itself as one of the Peninsula’s 

prime restaurants, serving New England style seafood, as well as meat dishes, for $20–

30. Mon–Thurs 11.30am–9pm, Fri 11.30am–9.30pm, Sat 11am–9.30pm, Sun 11am–9pm.  

 

PESCADERO 

 

Duarte’s Tavern 202 Stage Rd T650 879 0464, Wduartestavern.com. Open since 1894 

and still one of the best places to eat on the Peninsula. Feast on artichoke soup and huge 

portions of fish ($20–25) in a down-home atmosphere. Great breakfasts too. Daily 7am–

9pm. 

 


