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Two Weeks on the Pacific Coast Highway:
San Francisco to San Diego (Anniversary
Edition)
A 14-night, ocean-hugging crawl down Highway 1 and 101, built for two people who love a good drive,

an even better plate of seafood, and at least a couple of mornings waking up to the Pacific. Honest

heads-up up front: California's coast in September is gorgeous, but "$200 a night with an ocean view"

is a stretch in a few towns (Monterey and Santa Barbara especially). I've built the route so your
splurge ocean-view nights land where they're worth it, and your budget nights land where the town is

the star anyway. More on that in the cost section.

0) Your details

Item Detail

Dates Mid-September 2026, ~14 nights. Plan anchored to Sat 12 Sep → Sat 26 Sep 2026
(flexible; mid-week stays are cheaper)

Group Two adults, anniversary trip

Budget About $200/night for lodging, moderate and comfortable

Route San Francisco → San Diego via Highway 1 / US-101

Must-haves Ocean-view room at least twice; great seafood along the way; include Big Sur, Santa
Barbara, a little wine country

Style A mix of smaller coastal towns and larger towns with solid dinner options; the drive plus a

few highlights

Special

requests

Avoid the worst crowds (mid-week flex), moderate dining

1) At a glance

Leg Nig
hts

Sleep (anchor pick) Approx.
rate/night

Headline seafood Highlight

San

Francisco

2 City hotel of choice varies Sam's Chowder House

(Half Moon Bay, en route)

City + coast

warm-up

Santa Cruz /

Monterey

2 Spindrift Inn,

Monterey (ocean
view #1)

$$$

(splurge)

Cannery Row seafood Monterey Bay

Aquarium



Leg Nig
hts

Sleep (anchor pick) Approx.
rate/night

Headline seafood Highlight

Big Sur 1 Big Sur lodge/inn $$ Nepenthe (lunch) The cliffs, the

drive

Cambria /
San Simeon

2 Moonstone Beach
(ocean view #2)

~$200 Moonstone Beach dining Hearst Castle

Pismo Beach 1 SeaCrest OceanFront

(ocean view #3)

~$200 Pismo clam-country Dunes + pier

Santa

Barbara

3 Avania Inn / Hotel

Santa Barbara

~$170–230 Brophy Bros, Funk Zone Wine country

day

Ventura /
Malibu

1 Ventura beach hotel $$ Channel-coast seafood Easy coastal
cruise

San Diego 2 Point Loma / beach

hotel

$$ Mitch's Seafood Finish line by

the bay

"$$" = roughly in/near budget; "$$$" = a planned splurge for the view.

1b) Recommendation and the best alternative

My recommendation: Do the route exactly as above, and concentrate your three ocean-view nights
in Monterey (Cannery Row), Cambria (Moonstone Beach), and Pismo Beach. That gives

you the most "wake up to the waves" value: the Spindrift Inn on Cannery Row has newly rejuvenated

rooms, most with completely unobstructed views of Monterey Bay, and the Moonstone Beach and

Pismo oceanfront properties put the surf right outside your window without the Monterey price tag.
Big Sur gets one night (lodging there is pricey and books out, so one well-placed night is the sweet

spot), and Santa Barbara gets three so you can fit in the wine-country day you asked for.

Best alternative: If you'd rather slow down and reduce driving, drop the Ventura overnight and add

a second night in San Diego, or swap one Santa Barbara night for a night in Solvang/Santa Ynez to
sleep inside wine country. This trims the longest single drive day and trades a beach town for

vineyards. I kept Ventura in the main plan because it breaks up the Santa Barbara → San Diego

stretch nicely.

1c) Book now

What By when Where / link

Hearst Castle Grand Rooms Tour (timed) As soon as your date is firm;

reservations open up to 60 days out

reservecalifornia.com

/… (or 1-800-444-
4445)

Monterey Bay Aquarium tickets (timed

entry)

2–4 weeks ahead for September montereybayaquariu

m.org/…

https://www.reservecalifornia.com/Activities/HearstCastleTours
https://www.reservecalifornia.com/Activities/HearstCastleTours
https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/visit/admission-tickets
https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/visit/admission-tickets


What By when Where / link

Ocean-view rooms: Spindrift Inn
(Monterey), Moonstone Beach (Cambria),

SeaCrest (Pismo)

2–3 months ahead for mid-
September

Hotel official sites
(links in Sources)

Santa Barbara wine-country shuttle/tour 2+ weeks ahead (books up ~15 days
out)

sbadventureco.com/…

Rental car (one-way SF→San Diego) Now-ish; one-way drop fees rise

close in

Your preferred rental

brand

Brophy Bros / Nepenthe lunch Nepenthe is walk-in (expect a wait);

Brophy Bros reservations a few days

out

See day-by-day

💡 One-way car rentals (pick up SFO, drop San Diego) carry a drop fee. Quote it early; sometimes a

2-week rental absorbs the fee better than a short one.

2) Day-by-day

Day 1 (Sat 12 Sep), Arrive San Francisco

Land, grab the car (or pick it up on departure morning to save city parking fees), and ease into the
city. Walk the Embarcadero, the Ferry Building, and toast the start of the trip. 💡 Tip: San Francisco

in September is often warmer and clearer than its foggy July reputation. Bring layers anyway, the

evening breeze is real. Plan B (fog/wind): Trade the waterfront walk for the indoor stalls of the
Ferry Building Marketplace and an early seafood dinner.

Day 2 (Sun 13 Sep), San Francisco

Golden Gate Park, the bridge viewpoints, a cable car if the mood strikes. Keep it relaxed; the driving

starts tomorrow. 💡 Tip: If you want a "first seafood of the trip" moment, Fisherman's Wharf is
touristy but fun for a cracked-crab cocktail. Save your serious seafood appetite for Half Moon Bay

tomorrow.

Day 3 (Mon 15 Sep), SF → Monterey via Highway 1 (about 120 mi)

Leave the city southbound on Highway 1. First stop: Half Moon Bay for lunch at Sam's Chowder
House (4210 N. Cabrillo Hwy / Hwy 1, Half Moon Bay). Sam's serves sustainable ocean-fresh
seafood such as Maine lobster, fresh local crab, fish and chips, fried calamari, oysters and clams from

the raw bar, plus catch of the day like salmon and halibut, and Monday–Thursday hours are

11:30am–8:30pm. Their famous lobster roll is the move. Then continue down the coast through Santa
Cruz to Monterey.

Map: Open in maps 💡 Tip: Reservations and walk-ins are available weekdays at Sam's; since Day

3 is a Monday you can book ahead and snag the patio. Plan B (rain): Sam's has a large indoor

dining room; no change needed. If Hwy 1 has any slow spots, US-101 via San Jose is the fast
fallback to Monterey.

https://www.sbadventureco.com/adventures/wine-tours/
https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Sam%27s%20Chowder%20House%204210%20N%20Cabrillo%20Hwy%20Half%20Moon%20Bay%20CA


Sleep: Monterey, ocean-view night #1.

Day 4 (Tue 16 Sep), Monterey & Cannery Row

The big one: the Monterey Bay Aquarium (886 Cannery Row, Monterey). Tickets are on sale, and
they recommend buying in advance for a smooth entry. Current admission: Adult $65 (ages 18–69),

Youth $50 (ages 5–17), Senior $50 (ages 70+) (as of June 2026). The octopus, the kelp forest, and the

sea otters are the crowd-pleasers.

Map: Open in maps

Afternoon: stroll Cannery Row, the Coastal Recreation Trail, and tiny McAbee Beach right outside the

Spindrift. Evening: seafood dinner on the Row. 💡 Tip: Go to the aquarium at opening or in the last

two hours; midday is the most crowded. A 17-Mile Drive detour (Pebble Beach, ~$12 per car gate fee)
makes a beautiful late-afternoon loop if you have energy. Plan B (gray/cold): The aquarium is

entirely indoor-friendly, so a foggy day is actually a good aquarium day. Save the 17-Mile Drive for

clearer light.

Sleep: Spindrift Inn, Monterey (ocean-view night #1, used across Days 3–4).

Day 5 (Wed 17 Sep), Monterey → Big Sur (about 30–45 mi, but go slow)

This is one of the world's great drives. Carmel-by-the-Sea is a worthy 30-minute coffee stop, then

south past Point Lobos, Bixby Creek Bridge (the famous photo), and into Big Sur. Lunch at

Nepenthe (48510 Hwy 1, Big Sur), perched ~800 feet above the Pacific. Nepenthe is open daily
11:30am–10:00pm, with lunch 11:30am–4:30pm and dinner 5:00pm–10:00pm. The Ambrosia

Burger and the view are the institution here.

Map: Open in maps 💡 Tip: Nepenthe is walk-in only and gets packed; a reader-reported wait of

an hour-plus is common at peak. Arrive close to the 11:30am open, or sip a mimosa at Café
Kevah on the terrace below while you wait. Note Sierra Mar at Ventana is "Closed Tuesdays and

Wednesdays," so on this Wednesday, Nepenthe (or Deetjen's for dinner) is the reliable choice.

Plan B (Highway 1 closure): Big Sur's Highway 1 occasionally closes after slides. Before you

leave Monterey, check the live status; if the southern section is closed, you may need to backtrack
to US-101 and rejoin the coast at San Luis Obispo. Build in a buffer and confirm your Big Sur

lodging is on the open side.

Sleep: Big Sur (a lodge/inn night; reserve well ahead, Big Sur beds are limited and not cheap).

Day 6 (Thu 18 Sep), Big Sur → Cambria via San Simeon (about 65 mi)

Morning among the redwoods (Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park or a quick beach stop), then drive south

past Piedras Blancas to see the elephant seal rookery (free, roadside boardwalk just north of

Hearst Castle, almost always seals hauled out). Continue to Cambria's Moonstone Beach. 💡 Tip:

The elephant seal viewpoint is one of the trip's best free wildlife stops, give it 20–30 minutes. Plan B
(wet): Skip the muddy redwood trails; the elephant seals and the drive itself still deliver in any

weather.

Sleep: Moonstone Beach, Cambria, ocean-view night #2.

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Monterey%20Bay%20Aquarium%20886%20Cannery%20Row%20Monterey%20CA
https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Nepenthe%2048510%20Highway%201%20Big%20Sur%20CA


Day 7 (Fri 19 Sep), Hearst Castle & Cambria

Tour Hearst Castle (San Simeon). Tour times vary by season, with most scheduled from 9:00am.

The standard Grand Rooms Tour is $35.00 for adults and $18.00 for children ages 5–12 (as of
June 2026), and that price includes the $5.50 registration fee; the Designing the Dream Tour
runs $40.00 adult / $23.00 child. Advance reservations are strongly recommended, and if you

reserve in advance, arrive at least 15–20 minutes before your tour time to pick up tickets at the Visitor

Center.

Map: Open in maps 💡 Tip: Your daytime tour ticket also includes admission to the Hearst Castle

Theater film "Building the Dream." First-timers should pick the Grand Rooms Tour. Book the

earliest slot you can to beat the bus crowds.

Afternoon back in Cambria: walk the Moonstone Beach boardwalk, browse the village's East

Village shops, and have a relaxed seafood dinner on the beach strip. Plan B (rain): The castle tour

runs rain or shine (some walking is outdoors but brief). Trade the boardwalk for a cozy Cambria

dinner.

Sleep: Moonstone Beach, Cambria (ocean-view night #2, used across Days 6–7).

Day 8 (Sat 20 Sep), Cambria → Pismo Beach (about 35 mi)

Short, easy drive. Detour into Morro Bay to see Morro Rock and grab a clam chowder by the

embarcadero, then on to Pismo Beach. Walk the pier, dig your toes in the sand, and if you're up for
it, watch the sunset from the bluffs. 💡 Tip: Pismo is "Clam Capital" country; a fish-and-chips or

chowder dinner on the pier fits the seafood theme perfectly. Plan B (windy): The Pismo Pier and

Monarch Butterfly Grove (butterflies arrive later in autumn, but the eucalyptus grove walk is

pleasant) are sheltered options.

Sleep: SeaCrest OceanFront Hotel, Pismo Beach, ocean-view night #3 (bluff-top, steps to

the beach stairs).

Day 9 (Sun 21 Sep), Pismo → Santa Barbara (about 95 mi)

Drive south on US-101. Optional stop in Solvang (Danish village, fun for a pastry and a stretch)
before dropping into Santa Barbara, "the American Riviera." Settle in, then dinner at the harbor.

Dinner pick: Brophy Bros. Clam Bar & Restaurant (119 Harbor Way, on the breakwater), a

Santa Barbara seafood institution with harbor views, clam chowder, and a raw bar. Confirm the

opening hours before you go.

Map: Open in maps Alternative: On Stearns Wharf, try the Santa Barbara Shellfish Company or

the Harbor Restaurant (the seafood tower is a highlight). 💡 Tip: Sunday evenings are quieter for

waterfront dining than Friday/Saturday, good timing to walk it in.

Sleep: Santa Barbara (3 nights).

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Hearst%20Castle%20Visitor%20Center%20750%20Hearst%20Castle%20Rd%20San%20Simeon%20CA
https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Brophy%20Bros%20Clam%20Bar%20119%20Harbor%20Way%20Santa%20Barbara%20CA


Day 10 (Mon 22 Sep), Santa Barbara: town + Funk Zone wine

Stroll State Street, Stearns Wharf, and the Funk Zone, your "a little wine country" without

leaving town. The Funk Zone's eclectic mix of tasting rooms, restaurants, and shops covers a roughly
12-block area, and it's part of the Santa Barbara Urban Wine Trail with nearly 30 tasting rooms, the

highest concentration of which is in the Funk Zone. Good starting rooms: The Valley Project,

Santa Barbara Winery, and Municipal Winemakers (Muni), where the casual Funk Zone

tasting costs $20 for four wines.

Map: Open in maps

Lunch/snacks in the Funk Zone: Shalhoob's Funk Zone Patio is a relaxed outdoor spot with tapas,

salads, burgers and BBQ that pairs well with a wine day, or Lucky Penny for wood-fired pizza. 💡 Tip:
The Funk Zone is walkable, so leave the car parked. Aim to be at the Deep Sea Tasting Room (upstairs

on Stearns Wharf) near sunset for the classic "American Riviera" view.

Day 11 (Tue 23 Sep), Santa Barbara: wine-country day trip

Today's the proper wine-country outing, into the Santa Ynez Valley over the mountains. Easiest is
to let someone else drive: the Santa Ynez Wine Shuttle (SB Adventure Co.) runs an all-

inclusive day with three winery tastings and lunch. Their schedule is 9:30–10:45am pickups, first

tasting 11:00am, second tasting plus lunch 12:30–2:15pm, third tasting 2:30–3:30pm, and 4:45–

5:15pm drop-offs. Pricing (as of June 2026): Fri–Sat $239 per person, Sun–Thu $219 per person with
promo code WINEDAY. Since Day 11 is a Tuesday, the lower Sun–Thu $219/person rate applies.

Confirm the current price and pickup before booking.

Booking: sbadventureco.com/… 💡 Tip: A guided shuttle means no one has to count their pours or

negotiate the mountain passes. If you'd rather DIY and drive, base yourselves around Los Olivos
(walkable tasting-room town) and keep it to two or three rooms. Plan B (don't want a full day
out): Stay in town and do the Urban Wine Trail more deeply, plus a harbor cruise.

Day 12 (Wed 24 Sep), Santa Barbara → Ventura (about 30 mi)

Short hop south. Ventura is an underrated, laid-back beach town: walk the Ventura Pier and
Promenade, browse Main Street's vintage shops, and enjoy a casual seafood dinner on the harbor.

💡 Tip: This is your "exhale" day before the longer push to San Diego. Keep plans light, anniversary

trips deserve at least one nothing-scheduled afternoon. Plan B (cool/overcast): The Museum of

Ventura County and Main Street's cafés make a pleasant indoor afternoon.

Sleep: Ventura (beach-area hotel).

Day 13 (Thu 25 Sep), Ventura → San Diego (about 200 mi)

The longest drive day. You'll pass through/near LA, so leave mid-morning to dodge the worst traffic,

or detour the coast through Malibu (slower but prettier) before hopping on I-405/I-5 south. Arrive
San Diego in the afternoon and settle into Point Loma or a beach neighborhood. 💡 Tip: Break the

drive with a Malibu coast stop (a quick look at a pier or beach) so it doesn't feel like one long freeway

slog. Plan B (heavy LA traffic): Time it around rush hours; an audiobook and a flexible arrival

keep it stress-free.

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=The%20Valley%20Project%20116%20E%20Yanonali%20St%20Santa%20Barbara%20CA
https://www.sbadventureco.com/adventures/wine-tours/


Dinner: Mitch's Seafood, Point Loma (1403 Scott St, on the Point Loma Sportfishing dock).

Established in 2008 by three local fishing families, it's a casual waterfront restaurant serving
sustainable, fresh seafood from the waters off San Diego. It's open daily, with breakfast 8–10:30am

and lunch/dinner 10:30am–9pm, and they do not take reservations. Fish tacos and the daily catch are

the order.

Map: Open in maps

Sleep: San Diego (2 nights).

Day 14 (Fri 26 Sep), San Diego

Choose your finale: Cabrillo National Monument (Point Loma tip, big harbor and ocean views),

Balboa Park, La Jolla Cove (sea lions and snorkeling), or simply a beach day in Coronado. A
celebratory anniversary dinner caps the trip. 💡 Tip: La Jolla Cove at golden hour, sea lions barking,

kayakers paddling, is a postcard ending. Toast to two weeks of coast. Plan B (gray "May Gray" /
"June Gloom" lingering): Balboa Park's museums and the San Diego Zoo are excellent rain-or-

shine options.

Day 15 (Sat 27 Sep), Depart

Drop the car and fly home (or extend, San Diego makes that easy).

3) Practical notes & checklist
Driving & logistics

Total distance is roughly 600–650 miles of actual coast, spread over two weeks, so most days are
short and scenic. The two long days are SF→Monterey (broken by Half Moon Bay) and

Ventura→San Diego.

Fuel up before Big Sur; gas there is scarce and expensive.

Highway 1 through Big Sur can close after landslides. Always check the current status before
the Monterey→Big Sur and Big Sur→Cambria legs and keep US-101 as a backup.

Seafood theme, locked in (named, with sources)

Half Moon Bay: Sam's Chowder House (lobster roll, chowder).

Big Sur: Nepenthe (the view lunch).

Santa Barbara: Brophy Bros. + Stearns Wharf shellfish spots.

San Diego: Mitch's Seafood, Point Loma. Backup: Point Loma Seafoods and Brigantine are

other strong Point Loma seafood picks.

Ocean-view nights (your "at least twice," delivered three times)

1. Monterey / Cannery Row (Spindrift Inn).

2. Cambria / Moonstone Beach.

3. Pismo Beach (SeaCrest OceanFront).

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Mitch%27s%20Seafood%201403%20Scott%20St%20San%20Diego%20CA


Checklist

 One-way rental car booked (SF pickup, San Diego drop)

 Hearst Castle Grand Rooms Tour, timed slot, reserved

 Monterey Bay Aquarium timed tickets reserved

 Three ocean-view rooms booked (Monterey, Cambria, Pismo)

 Santa Barbara wine shuttle booked (Sun–Thu rate)

 Big Sur lodging booked early (limited beds)

 Brophy Bros. reservation; note Nepenthe and Mitch's are walk-in

 Check Highway 1 Big Sur status before driving it

 Layers + a warm jacket (coastal evenings are cool even in September)

Estimated cost overview (two people, 14 nights) vs. your ~$200/night budget

Category Estimate
(USD)

Notes

Lodging, 14 nights ~$2,400–
3,200

Avg ~$170–230/night. Budget nights (Cambria, Pismo, Ventura)
offset splurge nights (Monterey, Big Sur, Santa Barbara)

Rental car (2 wks) +

one-way drop fee

~$700–

1,100

Drop fee varies; quote early

Fuel ~$250–

350

~650+ mi plus detours

Hearst Castle (2 ×
$35)

$70 Grand Rooms Tour, as of June 2026

Monterey Bay
Aquarium (2 × $65)

$130 As of June 2026

Santa Barbara wine

shuttle (2 × $219)

$438 Sun–Thu rate; tasting day, all-in

Funk Zone tastings ~$40–80 e.g., ~$20/person per room

Seafood + other

dining

~$1,000–

1,500

Moderate sit-down dinners + casual lunches

Attractions/parking

misc.

~$150–

250

17-Mile Drive (~$12/car), parking, La Jolla, etc.

Approx. total ~$5,200
–7,100

Lodging is the swing factor

Honest budget reality: Your ~$200/night target is very doable as a 14-night average, but not

everywhere on the same night. Monterey's Cannery Row, Big Sur, and beachfront Santa Barbara

routinely run above $200 in September; Santa Barbara beach hotels in a recent two-week sample
ranged from about $98 to $798 a night, and Santa Barbara mid-range options like the Avania Inn

start around $170/night and La Playa around $229/night. The plan deliberately spends under budget



in Cambria, Pismo, and Ventura so your three ocean-view nights can go a bit over without blowing

the average. If you want to hold the line tighter, take the alternative in 1b (sleep in Santa
Ynez/Solvang or trim Ventura) and book all stays mid-week.

4) Sources (checked June 2026)
Attractions

Hearst Castle, tickets, pricing, hours: hearstcastle.org/… and reservations at

reservecalifornia.com/…

Monterey Bay Aquarium, admission and prices: montereybayaquarium.org/…

Dining

Sam's Chowder House (Half Moon Bay), home/menu/contact: samschowderhouse.com ,

samschowderhouse.com/…

Nepenthe (Big Sur), hours: phoenixshopbigsur.com and phoenixshopbigsur.com/…

Mitch's Seafood (San Diego/Point Loma): mitchsseafood.com and mitchsseafood.com/…

Lodging (ocean view)

Spindrift Inn, Monterey (Cannery Row, ocean-view rooms): spindriftinn.com/…

Monterey Cannery Row hotel overview (alternatives): canneryrow.com/…

Santa Barbara hotel rates/alternatives: kayak.com/…

Wine country

Santa Barbara Urban Wine Trail (Funk Zone): urbanwinetrailsb.com/… and

santabarbaraca.com/…

Santa Ynez Wine Shuttle (SB Adventure Co.), schedule + pricing: sbadventureco.com/…

General/Big Sur dining context

Big Sur Chamber dining guide: bigsurcalifornia.org/…

Alila Ventana Big Sur local dining (hours for nearby restaurants): ventanabigsur.com/…

A note on a few figures: hotel nightly rates sit behind live booking widgets, so I've given anchor ranges

from the providers' own pages and aggregator samples rather than a single exact number, confirm the
exact rate for your dates before booking. Restaurant menu prices change without notice, so treat

dinner estimates as guidance. Everything marked "as of June 2026" (Hearst Castle, the aquarium, the

wine shuttle) came from the official pages above. Happy anniversary, and enjoy every mile of that

coastline.

Created with typeatrip. All details were checked online at the time of creation; opening hours and prices can change, please

confirm the key ones before booking.

https://hearstcastle.org/tour-hearst-castle/tour-tickets-pricing/
https://www.reservecalifornia.com/Activities/HearstCastleTours
https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/visit/admission-tickets
https://samschowderhouse.com/
https://samschowderhouse.com/contact/
https://www.phoenixshopbigsur.com/
https://www.phoenixshopbigsur.com/reservations
https://mitchsseafood.com/
https://mitchsseafood.com/mitchs-seafood-full-menu/
https://www.spindriftinn.com/accommodations
https://canneryrow.com/plan-your-visit/accommodations/
https://www.kayak.com/Santa-Barbara-Hotels.15856.hotel.ksp
https://urbanwinetrailsb.com/wineries/funk-zone/
https://santabarbaraca.com/itinerary/the-urban-wine-trail/
https://www.sbadventureco.com/adventures/wine-tours/
https://www.bigsurcalifornia.org/restaurants/
https://www.ventanabigsur.com/dining/local-dining

