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W
e Orange Countians tend to enjoy the sun, so if we’re
going on vacation, we’re likely bound for one set of
islands or another. But the cooler climes of Northern

California offer an ideal domestic destination for diverse cuisine,
culture and an array of sightseeing (and wine tasting) experiences. 

Half the fun of becoming familiar with this city of sloping
streets is wandering around and haphazardly stumbling upon
great shops, restaurants and places that even its own residents
might not know about. Although far more “metropolitan” a city
than say, L.A., San Francisco is still a small town – one in which
you won’t feel like a stranger for long. 

There are a number of neigh-
borhoods worth exploring, but
since we were only in town for a
weekend, we focused on Union
Square, “SoMa” and North Beach. 

City “center” 
Union Square is arguably the

commercial hub of the city with
many major hotels, upscale bou-
tiques, restaurants, galleries and
department stores occupying
most of the area surrounding the
actual “square,” which was named
for a series of violent pro-union
mass demonstrations staged here
on the eve of the Civil War. A large red-and-green gate on Grant
Avenue at Bush Street marks the official entrance to Chinatown, a
24-block labyrinth of eateries, markets, temples and tourist shops,
bordered by Broadway, Bush, Kearny and Stockton streets. 

Situated in the heart of the city (and it’s worth mentioning, the
only hotel located right on Union Square), the Westin St. Francis
(www.westinstfrancis.com) combines its rich history with all the
features of a contemporary luxury hotel. This legendary landmark,
which has drawn locals and visitors for more than a century, offers
a unique blend of Old World charm and urban sophistication. The
lobby is characterized by marble columns, ornate balconies and
intricate woodwork which transport guests back to the elegance
of yesteryear. These magnificent appointments are balanced by
many modern amenities, including the hotel’s signature Heavenly
Bed®, the award-winning signature restaurant, MICHAEL MINA, a
renewing spa and high-speed Internet access. Our one-bedroom
suite was beautifully appointed, overlooked all of the action and
ambiance of Union Square and served as the perfect space for our
family getaway with two little ones in tow. 

A stone’s throw away is a must-stop for a cultural fix. Just
“South of Market (SoMa),” resides one of the world’s most innova-
tive muse of modern and contemporary art. The San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art is the first museum on the West Coast
devoted solely to 20th-century art and has in its collection impor-
tant works by Jackson Pollock, Richard Diebenkorn, Paul Klee and
Ansel Adams, among others. 

A great homebase for visitors to the “SoMa” neighborhood is
the the 32-story translucent cool-blue tower that is The
InterContinental San Francisco Hotel (www.intercontinentalsan-
francisco.com). Directly adjacent to the Moscone West Convention

Center, the InterContinental occupies a strategic location for both
business and leisure. While this hotel features 550 guest rooms,
the property has an intimate footprint with only 22 guest rooms
per floor – each defined by rich wood and marble, striking contem-
porary art, sleek, stylish furniture and floor-to-ceiling windows for
spectacular city and bay views.

The Italian neighborhood of North Beach – which stretches
from Montgomery and Jackson to Bay Street – runs into
Fisherman’s Wharf, which was once the busy heart of the city’s
great harbor and waterfront industries. Today, it’s more of a
tourist attraction with activities for the entire family, including
Aquarium of the Bay and the Wax Museum at Fisherman’s
Wharf. The first features a $38-million, 1-million-gallon marine
attraction filled with sharks, stingrays and more and provides a
unique opportunity for education and entertainment. The Wax
Museum, on the other hand, boasts being a family-friendly home
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to over 250 international personalities – from Hollywood celebri-
ties to historical figures. 

Touring around town
Visitors to the city can take advantage of sundry guided or

self-guided tours. But for a decidedly unique way to explore the
city, there’s no better tour for our money than The San Francisco
Fire Engine Tours and Adventures (www.fireenginetours.com). 

Proprietors and tour guides Captain Robert and his wife Co-
Captain Marilyn converted a big red shiny Mack fire engine into a
truly memorable tourist-mobile. Our trip took us through the
Presidio, over the Golden Gate Bridge
and into the quaint seaside village of
Sausalito. This is a great family-friendly
adventure – our group spanned three
generations, encompassing both first-
time and repeat visitors to the city. All
were enthralled with the energy, activity
and enthusiasm of our guides – includ-
ing our toddler son, TJ and his 16-
month-old sister Emma.

Because it was recommended, we
decided to venture out from Union
Square to sample Japanese cuisine at
Yoshi’s San Francisco
(www.yoshis.com) at 1330 Fillmore St..
The 28,000-square-foot, two-story,
state-of-the-art venue is the perfect
venue for Executive Chef Shotaro ‘Sho’
Kamio’s new generation of modern
Japanese cuisine.   Using only fresh,
high-quality, seasonal ingredients deli-
cately combined with traditional spices,
Chef Sho prepares each dish with his
culinary philosphy: “seasonal, simple,
surprise.” This trendy establishment
more than lived up to the endorsement
– the dishes here were all artful, inven-
tive and absolutely delicious. Of special
mention were the live soft shell crab
crispy panko “nuggets” with heirloom
tomato miso and the Okinawa Rock Sugar braised shortribs
accented with a peach compote and yellow onion veal jus.

Nearby in Napa Valley
When we decided to make nearby Napa Valley part of the

weekend getaway, we were a little overwhelmed by the sheer vol-
ume of wineries, restaurants and accommodations to choose from.
Luckily, we seem to have selected not only the most ideal, but
truly inimitable place to call homebase (Dr. Wilkinson’s Hot
Springs Resort – www.drwilkinson.com) and what might arguably
be among the best wine tour experiences in town (Jarvis Wines).

Situated at one end of Lincoln Avenue - the main strip for tra-
versing the picturesque town of Calistoga - and within easy
strolling distance to its shops, restaurants, nightlife and recre-
ation, Dr. Wilkinson’s is an attraction in its own right - a throwback
to the region of half a century ago, affordable and down to earth
rather than rarified and relentlessly upscale – not unlike the town
it calls home here at the northern edge of Napa Valley.

Since its founding in 1952, Dr. Wilkinson’s has evolved into a
funky, motel-style resort with 36 guest rooms and a spa featuring
mud baths, mineral pools, massages and facials. The original retro
red neon sign out front is testament to its old school charm fur-
ther evidenced in the passion and personalities of its current

operators: Dr. Wilkinson’s son, Mark, and his sister Carolynne. 
What I particularly liked about the property, aside from the

stellar service and the friendliness of all of the employees I
encountered, was the fact that so many guests made good use of
the common areas – the table for eight in the courtyard outside
our room was the perfect place to congregate and enjoy a late
afternoon aperitif.

But it’s the signature mud baths that differentiate this place
from all the other accommodations in town. It takes a few minutes
to overcome the sulfurous smell of the volcanic ash combined
with Calistoga’s natural geyser water – but once you’re comfort-

ably floating in the goo, it’s easy to see
why spending time in this spa is such a
relaxing way to while away an hour or
two. If you visit, you simply MUST book
an appointment with professional mas-
sage therapist Reynaldo. As an avid fan
of massage, his was among the best
treatments I’ve ever experienced. 

Wine tasting
There’s great wine just about every-

where you turn in the Valley, but
Jarvis Wines (www.jarviswines.com)
provides among the most distinctive
overall experience. Its winemaking
facility is completely contained within
45,000 square feet of cave tunneled
into the scenic Vacas Mountains four
miles east of the town of Napa. It is not
only a visual masterpiece, but a techni-
cal one as well. The first winery in the
country to tunnel a cave so large that
it can hold all the winemaking process-
es, Jarvis’ underground operation fea-
tures artistic inspiration – from the cast
bronze doors, brass wall sconces,
arched alcoves to the fiber optic chan-
deliers, running stream and cascading
waterfall running through the center of
the winery. 

All Jarvis wines are produced from estate vineyards, planted in
gently sloping meadows 1,000 feet above the valley floor. Because
of its locale, the Jarvis vineyards tend to be cooler by several
degrees than the famous Carneros region, which allow for a long
“hang time,” permitting a long, slow fruit maturation for maximum
flavor and concentration at harvest (the winery’s Finch Hollow
Chardonnay is worth a special mention).

Originally built in 1904 as a private residence, Ma(i)sonry
Napa Valley (www.maisonry.com) offers a decidedly different
lifestyle experience in wine country. Unlike a traditional tour, this
destination is defined by a “living gallery” atmosphere – both
indoors in its 16th century – mid-20th century furnishings paired
with contemporary works crafted by today’s top designers to its
gorgeous outdoor grounds. Ma(i)sonry serves as a stylized back-
drop for the appreciation of limited production boutique wines
and visitors here have a variety of choices for their wine tasting
setting – they can enjoy the intimacy of one of three private tast-
ing rooms, lounge in either of the great rooms, gather outdoors at
individual and communal tables, around the fire pit, or even
stretch out on a blanket on the lawn. The outdoor gardens are
beautifully landscaped around architectural remnants and contem-
porary sculpture. 

The inimitable Dr. Wilkinson's Hot Springs Resort (top) 
and the unique underground winemaking operation of 
Jarvis Wines.




