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Barefoot luxury? Family fun? Bargain beauty?
There's anisland for everyone in our Total Guide -
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From easy to extreme...

The world’'s 50
best skiresorts
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" No traffic, no tourists
—the way roadtrips
are meantto be
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For a more uplifting roadtrip, leave the traffic and tourists behind,
says Katie Bowman. Turn right out of San Francisco airport

and you'll have the wine, wildlife and wide-open spaces to yourself...
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ony, the car rental rep, tapped the bonnet
lustfully, as if it were a woman’s behind and
he were in a dive bar: ‘Drive safe now.” He
smiled the inimitable ‘service smile’ you only
see in the US (which means I like you but
only while we’re in this customer-server
relationship; after that, you’re nothing to me’).
I took it as my cue to pull away, making
space for the arrival of a soft-top Mustang
£ with a dusty bonnet and even dustier
passengers. They looked deliriously happy.
We were all embarking on — or returning
from — California roadtrips. Here, in
this strip-lit car park at San Francisco
International airport, our adventures began
and ended, marked by the ceremonial handing
over of keys and contracts in triplicate. The
camaraderie was unmistakable as we loaded
buggies into Buicks and emptied Chryslers of souvenir baseball
caps hidden behind back seats, but I still felt a little superior.
Most of these people would turn left out of the airport and follow
the sat-nav southwards, taking Pacific Highway 1 to Los Angeles.
Sure, it’s a fabulous roadtrip, but the problem is that everybody
knows this. The road is clogged with men having mid-life crises
on Harley Davidsons and newlyweds in convertibles pulling over
every 200m for yet another Facebook photograph. I would be
turning right instead, up into northern California, where
honeymooners and Harleys fear to tread.
They need not fear ‘upstate’. They just need to pack more
carefully. This is wild California, home to greedy black bears and
orca pods; where it looks like wintry west Wales at one turn in
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the road and Australia’s rain-starved Outback at the next. In this

part of America you can experience temperature surges from
11°C to 40°C not just in one day, but from one end of the street
to the other. And the memories! Incredible. Everybody flies back
from the West Coast with a Mickey T-shirt, but how many return
with coyote poo on their boots?

Itching to get on the road, I decided to save San Francisco for
the end of the trip. I would do a loop: up the untamed coast for
200km, then eastwards to Napa, deeper inland to Yosemite
National Park, before heading seawards once more for Monterey,
Carmel and, finally, San Fran. As I departed northwards over the
Golden Gate Bridge the fog was so dense and so low that the tips
of its famous red towers were invisible, disappearing into the
brume like Jack’s beanstalk. To the right the sky was clear over
Alcatraz and Telegraph Hill, but to the left the thick hill mist
had the appearance of forest fires, flames spookily absent.
Nothing can prepare you for northern California’s coastal fog;
it moves with the stealth and speed of a house burglar but then
loiters like the last drunken party guest. Just as you’re getting sick
of it and your hair is turning moist and wiry, it suddenly lifts as
quickly as a theatre curtain to reveal blue, blue, blue.

My first stop was Sea Ranch, a coastal community you’d only
ever find in California: the clutch of redwood timber homes was
designed in the late *60s by four visionary architects who wanted
to make this remote stretch accessible to Americans without
disturbing the natural environment. So far, so hippy. Yet the result
is an unexpected bolt of cool on the ragged horizon: kitschy Bond
lairs that look as if Blofeld’s designer ran out of Perspex and had to
use weathered wood instead. Better still, many homes are available
to rent and make a brilliant base for exploring seaside towns Elk
and Mendocino, as well as the Humboldt Redwoods State Park. >
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