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THE PERFECT SHOULDER SEASON DESTINATION

Sy Jenny Wisniewski




| was off to see a bit more of Monterey. It was easy to
find my way around town without the summer tourists,
which also meant lighter traffic. | took a stroll through
Old Fisherman’s Wharf and Cannery Row, and while
both have all manner of tourist trappings, they also
offer great views of the marina, historic architecture,
and wildlife, such as sea lions and pelicans. Cannery
Row is also the location of the Monterey Bay Aquarium,
a popular attraction for good reason. The sea otters
and jellyfish are most popular, but it also holds unusual
species like the Japanese spider crab, which is the
largest crab in the world.

By American standards, Monterey is an old city,
founded in 1770. As such, it holds many of California’s
“firsts.” This includes the state’s first theater, built in 1848,
and the first capital, while under Spanish control, in the
1770s. In Friendly Plaza, | got a close-up view of Colton
Hall, the site of the state constitution signing in 1849. | also
made a stop at the Cooper Molera Adobe, a National
Trust Historic Site built in 1827. Now a gathering spot for
locals and visitors, its buildings have been restored and
house Alta Bakery and Cafe and Cella restaurant.

| could think of no better way to end the day than
by eating in yet another historic building. Esteban’s
Restaurant, a part of the Casa Munras hotel, sits on
what was originally the 20,000-acre Rancho San
Vicente, built by Spanish diplomat Don Esteban Munras
in 1824. The Spanish cuisine is a nod to Monterey’s

Big Sur, Bixby Bridge and the Saint Lucia Mountains

Spanish history, too. The menu features paella and
tapas, such as a tender grilled lamb plate and mussels
steamed with a lager, chorizo, and onion.

Seafood Eats

Wild Fish in Pacific Grove and Sea Harvest Restaurant
and Fish Market in Monterey are great places to find
tasty seafood. A neighborhood restaurant specializing in
sustainably harvested seafood, Wild Fish serves creative
dishes featuring what the fishermen bring in that day.
And for those nights when you want to pick up some
fish to grill at your campsite, Sea Harvest Restaurant and
Fish Market is the place to go. Don’t pass up the sand
dabs or the sablefish if they’re available.

Driving the Coast
The Monterey area is known for its microclimates; it may
be cool and foggy on the peninsula, but hot and dry a
short drive inland. And a mild temperature in Monterey
will feel cooler than you expect with the coastal
breezes. The county’s famed scenic drive on Highway 1
between Monterey and Big Sur takes about 45 minutes
if you drive straight through, but few would recommend
doing that.

We pulled over several times to view the jagged
cliffs and enormous swells. A popular spot is the Bixby
Bridge—its arches tower 260 feet above a canyon
carved by the Bixby Creek. Of course, everyone wants
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a picture of this fantastic site, and traffic gets backed up
during the summer.
We packed a picnic and headed to Pfeiffer Big Sur

State Park, one of the seven state parks along the route.

A parking pass costs $10, and it is valid at any California
State Park for the same day. After our picnic, we hit

the hiking trails. On Pfeiffer Falls Trail, we meandered
through a Redwood Grove en route to a 60-foot
waterfall. On the Valley View Trail, we hiked up an
incline to views of Point Sur and the Big Sur Valley, with
the Pacific in the distance. An abundance of Steller’s
jays and acorn woodpeckers kept us company along
the way.

Pinnacles National Park—the smallest national park in
California—is one point of interest you won’t want to
miss. The western entrance on the Monterey County
side is one of two entrances, and their roads do not
connect. Still, you will have plenty to see and do if you
opt to stay on the western side of the park.

The park’s most distinct features are rock spires
and talus caves, formed from fallen boulders from the
surrounding cliffs that lodged between rock walls over
time. The trek is a bit like hiking through slot canyons
and involves climbing up and down a series of rocks
and through narrow passageways. But while slot
canyons open to the sky, talus caves do not.

We took the Balconies Cave and Cliffs Loop, leadinz
us first to a darkened cave that we navigated with our
iPhone flashlights and then to an overlook of canyon
and rock formations. The 2.4-mile trailside was dottec
with purple larkspur and yellow bush poppies, and we
occasionally passed other hikers and birders searchinz
for the California condors known to nest at the park.
River Road Wine
Chalone Vineyard is the first of seven wineries along
Monterey County’s River Road Wine Trail. Specializing =
limited-release vintages, their tasting rooms are intimat=
rustic, and laid back. Making a stop while dusty and
dressed down from hiking or camping? You'll fit right
in. The trail begins around Salinas, 20 miles east of
Monterey, and winds its way south through the Santz
Lucia Highlands.

We also stopped at Odonata Wines, one of the
wineries a bit closer to Salinas, where we enjoyed
the fresh air and views of the vineyard and the Saniza
Lucia Highlands from the patio. With a fire pit and coz,
seating areas, | couldn’t think of a more comfortable
place to spend an afternoon or evening.

Visitors likely enjoy Monterey at any time of the
year, but the shoulder seasons offer a little somethinc
extra. With idea
temperatures, lic™
traffic, thin crowcs
and vibrant colors
spring and fall
beckon and then
deliver on their
promises. =
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