RIDING SAN FRAN TO SOCAL — AGAIN

BY MARC SANI

M

id-afternoon on Friday at the
Hyatt Hotel two blocks from San
Francisco’s famous Fisherman’s
Wharf, and the most popular man onsite was Jamaica Lambie. At work in
a small downstairs conference room,
he was assembling more than 30 bikes
shipped to the hotel — one day before
the start of the California Coast Classic.
A sense of organized chaos hung
in the air as bikes were unpacked and
checked for damage under the fearful
eyes of their owners. And a steady
stream of cyclists wandered through
with questions and hopes for a lastminute adjustment before leaving the
next morning at 8:30 am.
This annual eight-day tour —
organized by the Arthritis Foundation
(arthritis.org/californiacoastclassic)
— stretches some 525 miles from San
Francisco to Santa Monica. The 2019
edition was the organization’s 19th tour
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and Lambie’s 14th year as its lead wrench.
The 44-year-old Lambie remained
calm and matter-of-fact, assuring
each rider their bike would be ready
Saturday morning before setting out
for Santa Cruz some 85 miles south.
“The day before is always hectic,” said
Lambie. “A big part is dealing with
riders who shipped their bikes. They’re
really anxious to find out if there was
any damage,” he said. And there always
is — mostly bent or broken derailer
hangars. “Shipping a bike is just about
the most dangerous thing you can
do with a bike before a major ride,”
Lambie added. And he offered a quick
piece of advice: have a professional
pack your bike.
Lambie’s job was as much counselor
as mechanic. “I just tell riders to relax,
get organized, go check out the city. I
want them to know everything will be
okay,” he said. And he meant it. Lambie,

along with an assistant, worked late into
the night to back up that guarantee.

A BUCKET LIST TREK
I’ve made this trek four times over
the last half-dozen years, and the
best of the best is along the Central
Coast. To be blunt, even here there
are sections I love and some I dread.
Although challenging, it’s a route any
reasonably fit cyclist can handle. A
dollop of common sense and some
solid planning will deliver a first-class
adventure for young and old.
There’s little point in my attempting
a turn-by-turn description — instead,
start with a good map. (Ed. note: Like
Adventure Cycling’s Pacific Coast
Route, sections four and five.)
Next, turn to Dr. Google and ask its
algorithms to search for “Cycling from
San Francisco to Southern California”

or some such combo. There are so
many online guides, blogs, and trip
suggestions that a few hours of research
will answer most questions.
Nonetheless, I want to spotlight key
points of interest for those who want
to get the most out of this venture. It
can be ridden in chunks for the timestarved or for those with SAG support.
Or ride it straight through as a selfsupported adventure.
Like the 230 riders who joined
September’s California Coast Classic
— each meeting a $3,300 minimum
fundraising goal — let’s start from
Fisherman’s Wharf.

DEVIL’S SLIDE TRAIL
It’s always worth taking a pre-ride
spin across the Golden Gate Bridge.
From the wharf, it’s a six-mile jaunt
back and forth and well worth it for
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first-time visitors to the city. But once
you head south, the route really picks
up when you leave the city traffic
behind in Pacifica, about 21 miles
away. From there, head toward the
spectacular Devil’s Slide Trail a halfhour pedal away — mostly uphill,
along a narrow and winding stretch of
Highway 1 to the north entrance.
There’s nothing like this 1.3-mile
paved trail along California’s coast. It’s
a rebuilt section of landslide-prone
Highway 1 dedicated to cyclists and
pedestrians; vehicle traffic is routed
through a nearby tunnel. The cliff-top
vistas and steep drops to the Pacific are
jaw-dropping and photo-worthy — if
the weather is clear.
Once off Devil’s Slide and back
onto Highway 1, it’s a short pedal to
Montara and its lighthouse. It’s closed
to the public, but nearby buildings
double as a hostel.

From Montara to Half Moon
Bay to Santa Cruz ranks as one of
my favorite sections. It’s mostly
flat to rolling with ample shoulder.
The route scoots past a variety of
picturesque farms, but weekend
traffic from San Francisco to Half
Moon Bay is often heavy. Glide past
a string of cars stacked bumper to
bumper heading into this seaside
town of artists, markets, and beaches.
Passengers will eye you with envy as
you zip by!
There’s another lighthouse between
Half Moon Bay and Santa Cruz and,
again, just a few minutes off the
highway. Pigeon Point Lighthouse is
a 110-foot tall brick cylinder built in
1871 to warn ships away from the rocky
shoreline. It’s been closed for more
than two decades, but is undergoing
a $9.1 million renovation and should
reopen in 2021.
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Sand dunes sweep onto the bike path north of Monterey, part of Day Two between Santa Cruz and Monterey.

BANANA SLUGS UP NEXT

Comfy, safe
riding position
with a great view
(and no pain).

Patented drive
system featuring the
best of traditional
road bike technology.

Rack options for
hauling gear.

Climb fast
with front
wheel drive.
Cushy suspension for
variable surfaces.

THE ULTIMATE
TOURING BIKE

Folding frame packs
down for travel.

Adventure Cyclist readers save $100 on bikes
at cruzbike.com with code ADVENTURE

I have a long history with Santa
Cruz, and my sister lives in nearby
Soquel. The city proper is just south
of the University of California, home
to UC’s Banana Slugs. Yep, the Banana
Slugs. Slimy slugs aside, it’s the city’s
famous boardwalk that offered me my
first introduction to a wooden roller
coaster. Take the time to ride the Giant
Dipper, which opened in May 1924
at a cost of $50,000. Today, just to
paint the wooden trestles rings up a
$300,000 bill.
From the top, look out toward
Monterey Bay before sliding back
down at speeds up to 46 mph. It’s fairly
tame compared to some of today’s
thrill rides, but on the Giant Dipper
you’re riding history. The city is also
home to Santa Cruz Bicycles and a
variety of first-rate bicycle dealers, so
if you need repairs or parts, get them
here — pickings are slim as you roll
south. There are ample motels, RV
parks, and campsites in the area.

MONTEREY BECKONS
I confess that the 52 miles or so from
Santa Cruz to Monterey is a section
I would prefer to skip. The route can
be confusing. If you want to ride, get
onto Soquel Drive, a major artery that
parallels Highway 1, stop for a hearty
breakfast at the Silver Spur in Soquel,
and spend time perusing a map while
sipping coffee.
Still, you’ll spend some time on
Highway 1, getting onto the two-lane
highway a few miles north of Moss
Landing. This is no place to dawdle.
There’s scant shoulder, and the heavy
traffic moves way too fast. A decent
coffee shop at the south end of Moss
Landing is a fine stop to take a deep
breath and revisit your map.
Monterey is an historic city and the
starting point for what I would argue
is the finest section of any cycling
adventure down California’s coast.
Author John Steinbeck made the city’s
Cannery Row famous — once lined with
sardine canning factories — in a book
by the same name. Today it’s a bustling
tourist trap. Restaurants dominate the
wharf, and high-end hotels beckon the
well-heeled traveler.
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Still, a number of modestly priced motels can be found along
Munras Avenue, many of which have been refurbished. A clean
room can be had for less than $100, and most are only a few
minutes by bike from the heart of Monterey. Self-supported
cyclists can find a spot at Veterans Park, almost dead center in the
city. Be warned, though, it’s a steep climb into the park and a set of
stringent rules apply.
As for the city, there’s much to see but the Monterey Bay
Aquarium is its finest attraction. I’ve visited this magnificent
habitat for sea creatures at least a dozen times over the years and I
always come away amazed. It’s at the far end of Cannery Row, and
from there we pick up the route to 17-Mile Drive through Pebble
Beach to scenic Carmel, and on to Big Sur.
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BOUND FOR BIG SUR AND BEYOND
Cycling through Pebble Beach along its famous 17-Mile Drive
offers a glimpse into how the rich and sometimes famous live. For
most of us, the property taxes and maintenance would drain even
a handsome annual income. That’s not meant to be catty, but
some of the homes, especially those peering out over the Pacific,
are eye-popping.
If there is one must-stop along the route, it’s to photograph the
internationally famous “Lone Cypress,” the most photographed
tree in the world. Or so they say. The 250-year-old cypress,
anchored to a granite spike by cables, sits alone above the Pacific. A
small parking lot offers room for cars and buses filled with photosnapping tourists.
Moving through Pebble Beach and past its iconic golf courses
brings you to the seaside village of Carmel. Ride along the seashore
via a narrow winding street flanked by an amazing array of homes
on one side and pristine beach on the other.
Leaving Carmel puts you back onto Highway 1 with some
long steady climbs, fast descents, and never-ending highway
construction ahead. Mud slides, often in the winter, shut down
traffic and several years ago took out a section of road that left Big
Sur isolated for almost a year. The road is narrow with little in the
way of a rideable shoulder. Defensive riding is a must.
Still, it’s an exciting stretch of roadway that takes you over
historic Bixby Canyon Bridge, about 14 miles from Carmel. This
bridge is among the most photographed structures on the West
Coast and is among the tallest single-span bridges in the world. If
you hate heights, don’t stop to look down — it’s a 270-foot drop into
Bixby Canyon.
From here it’s another 14 miles or so into Big Sur. For those
keeping track, add more than 2,700 feet of climbing to your route
log between Monterey and Big Sur. The climbs and vistas are
spectacular. The final descent into Big Sur is sweet — a long rolling
stretch into a wide-open valley as the road declines slightly ending
at the Big Sur River Inn, where a burger and fries can be had along
with a chance to grab an old Adirondack-style chair to stick in the
river and cool your feet.
Spending the night in Big Sur is almost a must. However, motel
lodging is limited and expensive. Getting a campsite at Pfeiffer Big
Sur State Park can be a challenge, especially during summer’s peak
season. Book early. Still, this campground isn’t my favorite. It’s
dusty, hot, and buggy even in early fall. Bathrooms, showers, and
laundry are available, but an inconvenient walk from most sites.
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Scenes
familiar
to anyone
who’s
participated
in a large
event-style
ride —
pickup and
staging for
the 2019
Arthritis
Foundation’s
California
Coast
Classic.
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State Park. Getting there entails
some stiff climbs, and fast downhills,
supplemented with sweeping views of
the coastline. My advice — keep your
eyes on the road, mostly for falling
rock, stay in your lane, and get off your
bike to enjoy the vistas.
Over the years, I’ve spent many days
at Plaskett Creek and, if you can nab a
spot, spend the night and relax. Stroll
across the road to a sweeping headland
that overlooks Sand Dollar Beach, the
longest stretch of sand along Big Sur’s
coastline. Take the wooden stairway
down to the water and enjoy the
bracing breeze blowing off the sea.

Highway 1 may offer huge views, but the shoulders are often not quite so large.

THE TWIN SISTERS
From Plaskett Creek, it’s about 40
miles to Cambria, a town that caters
to tourists and cyclists with a string
of motels, fast food joints, summer
homes, and more bed-and-breakfast
options than I care to count. It’s a bit
kitschy, but comfortable. From Plaskett
Creek to Cambria is among the most
strenuous stretch along this remote
section and the most rewarding.
Make no mistake, no matter your
fitness level, it’s a grunt over the final
two mountains — dubbed the Twin
Sisters. The first Sister starts with a
2.3-mile climb just past Gorda that
gains some 700 feet of elevation as
it skirts sheer drops into the Pacific.
Think of guardrails as your friend. At
the top, it’s a thrilling descent into a
canyon that slices between the Twins.
And then it’s up once more — 1.2 miles
and some 450 feet of climbing. On a
sunny day the heat blasting off the
rock is almost suffocating.
But the final descent to Ragged Point
is worth every pedal stroke, featuring
long, sweeping curves over sound
pavement as the road widens to the Point.
Ragged Point is a bit of a tourist hangout
with eateries, a service station, and other
amenities but well worth the stop before
the final 25 miles into Cambria.
There are three points of interest
before hitting Cambria — the
lighthouse at Piedras Blancas, the
northern elephant seal rookery a
few miles farther south, and Hearst
Castle. Pull out the camera at the
rookery. Listen and watch as the male
seals growl and do chest bumps for
seemingly uninterested females.

Bicycle Tours for the Culturally Curious
• Italian Bike Tour specialists since 1989
• Top Guides connect you to local lands and culture
• Top-of-the-line Bianchi Bicycles
• One-on-one bicycle clinics
• Unsurpassed fun, learning, exercise and feasts daily
• Peace of Mind Guaranteed on the world’s finest rides

ciclismoclassico.com 1.800.866.7314
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From Big Sur to Cambria, it’s a rugged
74-mile ride with more than 6,500 feet
of steep climbs and fast descents on a
narrow winding road — this is the heart
and soul of cycling Big Sur’s coastline.
Thinking of a bandit camp alongside
Highway 1? It’s illegal, and fire danger
is a worry. Still, if you want to bypass
Big Sur proper, there’s a number of
campgrounds, public and private,
farther south. Depending on your legs
and mindset, you could ride all the
way to Cambria or stop at my personal
favorite, Plaskett Creek.
It’s nestled off the highway about
33 miles south of Pfeiffer Big Sur

ready for a charge?
WENDY APPLEBY AND DIANE
RUNYAN ARE ACCOMPLISHED
CYCLISTS. And touring has been
a many-decade joy for both. They
are cycling evangelists and now, in
their later years, view eBikes as a
godsend.
I met the longtime friends from
the Bay Area while riding the eightday California Coast Classic.
In her youth, Appleby was a former
world-ranked tennis player. Today
she’s a retired Oakland, California,
police officer having spent 27 years
on the force. At age 67, Appleby rides
a $4,200 Trek Cross Rip+, a dropbar
bike with panniers she bought more
than a year ago.
Runyan, who stands a bit over
five feet tall, spent 30 years as a
top-level administrator at Pacific Gas
and Electric.
Runyan is 75 years old and has
completed 14 AIDS rides and has
cycled across the U.S. several times
with many, many tours and centuries
in between. But because of her short
stature, she rides a custom frame.
Runyan wanted to keep her frame but
retrofit an electric motor.
After hours of research and
through her connections in the cycling
community, Runyan turned to Luna
Cycles, a company that offers kits to
retrofit standard bikes with either a
hub or mid-mount motor.
Runyan chose a mid-mount,
weighing seven pounds. By the
time the Luna kit was retrofitted to
her bike by a professional bicycle
mechanic, she had spent $1,250 —
more or less. That was much less,
Runyan said, than buying a new eBike
capable of delivering the performance
she demands.
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There were perhaps three dozen
eBikes on September’s ride, including
three lent by Yamaha’s bicycle
division. It’s fair to say there was a
long list of would-be riders for the
Yamaha bikes, especially after the
first day’s 85-mile trek from San
Francisco to Santa Cruz.
Appleby and Runyan, however, offer
a clear voice as to the importance
of eBikes as they age. These bikes,
they say, have extend their ability to
participate in events for years to come.
“You’re still working; you still have to
work at it,” Runyan warned.
Any number of touring companies
now offer eBikes as part of the tour’s
cost, especially in Europe. But what
advice do Appleby and Runyan have for
those who want to buy and tour with
their own bikes? Consider the following:
• Transporting eBikes is an issue.
Forget putting it on a plane, airlines
generally ban these powerful
lithium-ion batteries. You could fly
with a battery-less bike and ship
the battery to a bicycle dealer or
a hotel, but you must comply with
shipper’s guidelines.
• Range anxiety, a term that popped
up as hybrid and electric cars
began to flow into the marketplace,
applies equally to eBikes. A lot
depends on terrain — steep climbs,
for example, suck power. Both
women packed an extra battery.
Appleby tucked hers into a pannier
while Runyan carried hers in a
backpack. Both have become adept
at managing speed, effort, and
power usage over long distances.
Practice first and gauge how much
distance you can get at various
levels of output.
• An extra battery is expensive.
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Two devoted eBike riders share a few tips from Highway 1

Wendy Appleby, right, and Diane Runyan,
second from right, are eBike evangelists.

Appleby spent $750 with Trek
for hers. Another rider shelled
out $1,000 for an extra from
Specialized. Luna Cycles sells
extra batteries ranging in price
from $249 to $795. If you’re going
to tour, consider the extra cost of
a spare. Pedaling a heavy eBike
uphill without juice is not for the
faint-hearted.
• In general, eBikes are heavy
and hard to handle. Most tour
organizers use multi-passenger
vans with an array of rooftop racks
to support riders. First, check to
see if the organizer will SAG an
eBike. Next ask whether they use
roof-top racks or a rear hitchmount system. On the California
Classic, for example, only one van
would take eBikes since it took two
people to schlep a 45-pound eBike
onto the roof. And some rear racks
are too weak to handle a load that
could include an eBike or two.
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Hearst Castle is a sight to see.
Built by newspaper mogul William
Randolph Hearst with the first
stones laid in 1919, it’s now a National
Historic Landmark. There are motels
and camping near San Simeon, a few
miles from the castle. A tour can set
you back upwards of $36, but if you
have the time, visit this remarkable
structure.

MORRO BAY AND THE ROCK
This section from Cambria through
Cayucos and on to Morro Bay is a
relatively easy stretch as you roll along
the coast. My grandfather taught me
to surf cast here after he retired, and
I know it well. Take the turnoff into
Cayucos and ride through the quiet
downtown where retirees make up a

hefty chunk of the city’s population. Stop
at the Brown Butter Cookie Company,
motto “Butter Makes Everything Better.”
It’s worth the calories.
The final eight miles into Morro
Bay is a combination of highway, back
streets, and a bike path you pick up at
Cloisters Community Park. The path
takes you straight to the waterfront,
a working port for coastal fisherman

ALASKA BICYCLE TOURS

FULLY SUPPORTED TOURS WITH LOCAL GUIDES • SELF-GUIDED TOURS & GEAR RENTALS

The Best of Alaska & NW Canada

• Golden Circle
• Inside Passage
• Canol Road
• Yukon Canoe & Bike
• Bike Nome
SOCKEYEC YCLE.COM • 1-877-292-4154
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Bixby Bridge is one of the most photographed structures on the West Coast, and for good reason. Even in fog, the span is spectacular.

and the city’s landmark — Morro
Rock, a 576-foot high volcanic
plug that can be seen for miles on
a clear day.

THE REST OF THE RIDE
South from Morro Bay through
San Luis Obispo to Solvang and
onto Santa Barbara, Ventura,
and Santa Monica is a mixed bag
for most cyclists and the least
appealing section in my opinion.
But for those committed to a
Bucket List brag, it’s worth doing.
Once on your way, you must
skirt U.S. 101 and Vandenberg
Air Force Base. That pushes you
inland into the wine-growing
region around Los Olivos
and then into Solvang, a faux
Danish-style village. It’s cute,
and good restaurants and ample
accommodations abound.
The most common route to
Santa Barbara follows a section of
U.S. 101 and some frontage roads.
From Solvang, expect heavy traffic,
a fast four-mile descent to the
Gaviota rest stop, a narrow bridge
with no shoulder (pay attention),
and then into Santa Barbara. Here
traffic congestion begins although
various bike routes keep riders
away from the worst of it.
For my money, I’d call it an
adventure in Solvang. I’ve made
the full route to Santa Monica
twice. The third time I left the
ride in Solvang to get back to my
day job. This time I parted ways
with the ride in Ventura. I have no
love for the remaining 56 miles
to the outskirts of Santa Monica
where the California Coast
Classic officially ends. Once past
Point Mugu, a scenic photo op,
the traffic thickens as you enter
the heart of Southern California
passing through traffic-choked
Malibu on Highway 1 and then
into Santa Monica. I think you get
the picture.
Marc Sani, a former newspaper and wire
service reporter, discovered cycling and later
cofounded Bicycle Retailer & Industry
News, the industry’s leading trade magazine.
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SELF
GUIDED
BIKE
TOURS

Riverside rides? Check. Charming towns?
Check. Local dining and quaint lodging?
You got it! Perfectly planned, self-guided
bike tours at YOUR pace. GAP, Erie Canal,
Katy Trail and C&O Towpath.

SPECIAL ADVENTURE
CYCLING MEMBER OFFER

www.nibiketouring.com/aca

BICYCLE RIDE ACROSS

NEBRASKA

June 7–13, 2020
REGISTER today | bran-inc.org
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