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HERE are two essential things you need
from a hotel. When you're a long way from
home you need a brilliant power shower
(hot, strong, consistent), and then vou
need them to serve a perfect club sandwich
(voluminous, tasty, with lots of [ries)
Thankfully San Francisco's Clift has both.

There is no better place than San Francisco to start a
proper California road trip, and there is no better place
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to stay than The Clift. Originally
built as part of lan Schrager's
trendy Mo 5 group (Schrager
was at the forefront of the ‘bou-
tique hotel' rrend), it now caters
for all: young trendles, tourist fam-
ilies and long-haul businessmen
alike. It is a wonderful oasis.

Yes, it has all the *For your con-
venience, a 15 per cent gratuity
and a five per cent service charge
wﬂlbendtfed’us well as the *$3.50
delivery charge per order' non-
sense at the bottom of your room
service bill - and the waiter will

lower ar you- for deciding not to
eave a fourth tip - but unfortu-
nately you get this in almost all
US hotels these days.

There are himt::r grander hotels
than The Clift, but nol many that
are this friendly.

AN FRANCISCO is sur-
prisingly smuall, with
only 700,000 permanent
residents, 5o you ¢an do
the whole city in a week-
end: Chinatown (for the
food), Halght-Ashbury (for check-
imngt ot the remnants of the Sixties
counter culture), the Mission
(alternative = ing and second-
hand books), Union Sguare (des-
{ﬁner shapping), Fisherman's
harf (where most tourists end up
a1 some point on their trip), Alca-
traz (a big box ticked), Twin Peaks
(the best view over the city), and
the Golden Gate Bridge (one of the
best views in the world, and one
not to be missed),

1 noticed there were many more
homeless people in the city than
the last time 1 was here, and it can
be disconcerting for the children to
come out of a store only to be faced
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GREAT OUTDOORS: A cabin at the luxury
Calistoga Ranch and, balow, culsine at the restsurant in the Post Ranch Inn

with holf-a-dozen wuﬁnnm pushin

ing trolleys [ull of rags an
old food, looking like extras from
Michael Jackson's Thriller video,
Still, this is the modern US urban
experience, and oné any visitor has
to deal with, Just be thankful you're
nol visiting Detroit.

There are few better places in
the world to eat and drink than
San Francisco and the Napa and
Sonoma regions north of city.
It's almost ible 1o eat badly
here. At one level you have fine
dining like vou've never had before
- once considered the best restau-
rant in the world, Thomas Keller's
French Laundry is still a wonderful
gastronomic assault course (in our
case quite literally, as my w
daughter head-butted her \'g
made dessert due to jet-lng) -

and at the other you have the
generic diner experience. We took
our ten and 12-yearold jgirls for
breakfast at a diner next to The
Clift and even t were dounted
by the size of the helpings. Death
by pancakes? It's easily done in
San Francisco,

The sushi is 1o die for too and,
being lucky enough lo have n
daughter who adores the stuff,
we sought some out, 1t was a bit
like trying to find a Starbucks in
Seattle ~sushi bars are everywhere
and it took us only ten minutes to
find one that had been voted San
Francisco's Best Sushi Bar of 2004

The food was perfect although,
as my eldest daughter said when
we walked into the strangel
deserted restaurant; ‘Maybe it
empty bechuse of the smell."

Indeed, even the least salubrious
pluces serve amazing food A

Hn\riw San Fran by driving over
the Gol Gate B , we diverted
to Muir Woods, which has some of the
best giant redwoods in the country.
This diversion was recommended to
me by TV historian Simon Schama,
and tumed out to be one of the high-
lights of our trip.

We then drove for an hour up to
lovely St Helenh, o picture-book town
with cutesy shops and restaurants,
which my wife called Noddy Town', to
Calistoga Ranch in the Napa Valley.
SRt Callsiogs ANDeTe K S

and Calistoga Au one
of the best d resorts in the whole
state. Set in the middle of a huge wood,
the ranch has state-of-the-art log
cabins with gas fires, central heating,
outdoor showers, a full wet-bar and
fully functioning kitchen, 24-hour
room service, a superb restaurant,
hiking trials, wine routes - the lot.

One night we had dinner in the
Lakehouse restaurant, and while the
food was extraordinary (Some sort
of grilled salmon salad), the service
WS Seven-star,

Our # waiter was keen, charmi-

ing, helpful, interesting and interested
in a quite unforced and genuine way.
We lwbdhhim allmm s ;lrs.elhch &8 Wi
enjoved the meal. stayed at man
of the best resort hotels in the worl
and this place was faultless.
_ Asa parting shot, just as we climbed
into our Mercedes to leave, the bellboy
handed us o little 1Ipl.t:sﬂlc: cup cantnin-
ing a selection of frozen grapes for
our journey. This was a new one on
me, and was nmmu'{ rather fabulous.
Love it, love |t love it

E THEN went to
stay at Solage
Calistopa, which
is o different vibe
nltogether, lnoking
rather like a m
notch army base (in a good way).
service and amenities are just as good
as the Ranch, but everything s far
more utilitarian. The stafl couldn't be
mare h:cl;f)l"l.l'l. although I would imap-
ine that, if asked, they wouald all prefer
to work at the Ranch.

The Solage is famous for its spa, s0
when you've spent a hard day wine-
tasting you can relax in the company
of expert masseurs. The signature
treatment here is the mudslide, and
this is what my wife and 1 decided on.
Basically you cover yoursell in mud,
it in & sauna, then have a bath and sit
an some sort of vibrating lounger with
tin inbuilt iPod which pumps Enya into
vour hind quarters.

Frankly, [ found it a bit like stand-
ing too close to the speakers at a
Ramones concert, but then I've always
been rather cynical when it comes to
Spo treatments.

On the way to Scelage we dropped
into Yountville to sample the food at
Jeanty's: Bistro, which is one of the
best restaurants in town, and well
worth a visit,

You should try the tomato soup
{huge) and the cheese plate (not bad
either), and drink one glass of char
donnay too many. This will help you
cope with the con of pension-
ers looking for another free glass of

bubbly, who wander around the town

in f

If you wamt to see a lot of old people
in stonewashed denim and box-fresh
training shoes, this s the place to
come. Just beé sure not to trip up any
of them, as Il always be outmin-
bered. And if they decide to attack,
you're toast.

Another day we went to Bottega,
which is right next to Jeanty's and in
two years has become one of the best
destination restaurants in the area,
serving dishes such as burrata autun-
nale {mozzarella with butternut
squash and mushrooms), wood-grillied
octopus, hand-cut whole-egg linguine
and Adriatic seafood brodetio,

Not only is Bottega - drum roll -
better than the French Laoundry, but 1
think it's the best new restaurant I've
been to in the past year.

It is run by celebrity chel Michael
Chiarello, a charming host who could
be actor Alec Baldwin's doppelganger,
Here is a man who cares deeply about
his food, and cares deeply about
telling people he cares about it, too.
And he does it with great style
and pannche.

If vou're doing Napa, this ploce is
n must, Great Uront-of-house, great
service, extriordinary food.

There is a slight Stepford feeling
about the Calistoga/St Helena/
Yountville arca, although just as 1
was beginning to think 1 was in a
world imangined by an eight-vearold,
I stopped at a gas station to fGll up.

‘30, where you [rom, (elln?

‘I'm from Lon actually.”

"London? Cool. 1 love the place. So

finally got rid of Tony Blair and
is ugly wife, eh?"

I was suddenly transported back

to'a black cab on the Old Kent
Road. Luckily, when 1 blinked 1
wis back n Napa, about to enjoy
the 90-minute journey back to
San Francisco, and then on to
101 South, on the way to Big Sur
- a resort made famous by
Jack Kerouac and Brian Wilson,
and now renowned for the Post
Ranch Inn.

I was done with Mapa and
Sonoma, but all I wanted to do
wiis return as quickly as possible.
Rarely have | met such nice,
enthusinstic people, all of whom
took such n great delight in their
visitors,

Honestly, if you were an
alien and you lan in-San Fran-
cisco or Napa, you'd wonder why
anybody ever attempled to leave
Earth and fly anywhere else.

From San Fran you lake the
Pacilic Coast Highway all the
way down to LA, and what a drive
it is. It was the end of October
when we went and all the farms
along the coast were covered in
Eiumpi-:inr.. as they tend to take

alloween extremely. seriously.
It's not unusual to see houses
completely covered with extrava-

ant alsli ers' webs, Madame
%\usuau -style witches or models
af those dribbling extras from
Thriller.

Mind you, in San Fran people
tend to be so badly attired that
it was difTicult 1o tell if they'd

ot dressed up speciilly for the

estivities or not.

In one cafe my eldest was very

unsure about our walter, asking:
‘15 she a woman trying ta jook like
a man or & man trying to look

like a woman?

Me, I didn't know.

As you career down the coast
you should keep an eye out for
whales and elephant seals appear-
ing out of the waves, and if you
stop in any of the coastal villages
vou'll think you have stepped

ik in time.

If you're feeling adventurous
at this paint, just past the own
of Davenport vou'll see & turn-
off for Bonny . which has o
more-than-intereating winery,
not. least because cult Britis
cartoonist Ralph Steadman
designed their label.

OR us, it was on to

Carmel, Monterey and

then Big Sur, IF you're

Elnnmng on stopping

ere, you really shoul

book in at the Posl
Ranch Inn; not just because it's
the place 1o stay in Big Sur, not
just beenuse it's one of the best
spas in North America, but
simply because if you tell people
you ?x:m the nilﬁhl in Big Sur
and didn't stay here, you will
be unceremoniotsly laughed out
of town. ,

It {5 beautiful. High up in the
hills, you check in and are then
driven up to your modern wood
cabin. And once there, you toke
4 dip in the stainless-steel hot
tub on the terrace, crack open

Read more articles on the Golden State at www.travelmail.co.uk/usa

a bottle of chardonnay and walch
the sunselL.

The Post Ranch Inn I8 simply
magnificent, and il you don’t
enjoy it then you chviously don't
enjoy the good things in life

From there, we drove down
to Santa Barbara, staying at the
Ofal Hotel (which was récom-
mended to me by at least six
Californians, pnd didnt d
in any way), and then on to Los
Angeles, where - for the third
time = I stayed at the Montage
Hotel on North Canon Drive, just
round the corner from Rodeo
Dirive. I yvou're smart you'll stay
here rather than at one of the
hotels with a bigger reputation,
The service is attentive, the
rooms are spacious snd there is
an air of secrecy about the place
- nlways o feeling to have
in o hotel, Tt is also bang in the
middle of Beverly Hills, and
vou can walk to most of the good
restourants,

The Montage is a perfect amal-

am of all that is good about

ifornia; it is smart, the food is
better than it needs to be, the
service is better than i,;bu're likﬂl{
to pet anywhere else in the worl
and it's the sort of place you will
want to go back to o8 spon ns

you can

Which is wh{y I've already
booked my Californian holiday
for next year.

@ Dylan Jones is the
editor of GQ magazine

GETTING THERE

www.clifthotel.com (The Ciifty,
www.ojairesorl.com
{Ojal Valley Inn & Spa),




