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LISA MARKS

Hungry tourists with a sense 
of adventure should head to 
inviting San Luis Obispo

The waves lapping gently against 
the shore at Moonstone Beach, 
in San Luis Obispo county, 
could lull the most jetlagged 
visitor into a peaceful slumber. 

Like a delicious sandwich filling, central 
California is midway between Los Ange-
les and San Francisco, but it has a char-
acter of its very own.

It’s also a wine lover’s paradise. Fif-
teen years ago there were only a handful 
of vineyards but now the region is burst-
ing at the seams with dedicated vintners 
offering many wonderful blends. 

Complementing this exciting wine 
explosion is a neverending supply of 
delicious local produce, including the 
freshest seafood, myriad farmer’s mar-
kets and exquisite restaurants, all keen 
to showcase the fruits of the region. 

To make it easy, the lovely people at 
San Luis Obispo county have put togeth-

er a new “discovery route”, mapping 
out 101 miles along the 101 Highway, 
with ten exciting stops along the way.

My jam-packed four-night stay in the 
region wasn’t long enough to visit all 
ten, but I still managed to experience 
many of the highlights as I’d timed my 
visit to coincide with the Savour the 
Central Coast Food and Wine Festival, 
held at the sprawling Santa Margarita 
Ranch, in Paso Robles.

But I began my food and wine odys-
sey much nearer the coast. My ocean-
front room at the Pelican Inn & Suites in 
Cambria was perfect, offering a friendly 
greeting from the cute towel-dog on 
my bed, while the flickering fireplace 
helped ward off the morning damp. 

About half an hour’s 
drive away from Moon-
stone Beach, is San Luis 
Obispo itself. Slightly 
more bustling, yet still 
charmingly relaxed, it 
won city status in 1876; 
before then it was all 
gun-toting bandits and 
every man for himself. 

You can take a slow 
walking tour around 
the town, which has 
just undergone an ex-
tensive seismic retro-
fit in response to the 
San Simeon earth-
quake of 2003. While 
making the city more 
structurally safe, it has 
also encouraged an 
art explosion. As you 

wander around this 
pretty, smoke-free 
town, you’ll notice 
the many signal boxes adorned with 
original designs. 

It’s a cute idea, and slightly more pal-
atable than “Bubblegum Alley”, a noted 
landmark found on Higuera Street. This 
narrow corridor is covered 12ft high in 
chewed-up bubblegum, and thanks to 
the local college students, growing in 
size. Not for the delicate of stomach.

Nearby at Novo restaurant, which 
overlooks the picture-postcard creek, 
decorum was restored. This popular 
eatery is a 2012 TripAdvisor Certificate 
of Excellence winner, and we dined on 
lightly spiced samosas, shrimp wraps, 

their house salad and fluffy 
chocolate mousse. 

With so much food, there was only 
one thing for it – a bike ride around  
Morro Bay in a surrey (with a fringe on 
top, naturally), to burn off some calo-
ries. Approximately 20 minutes’ drive 
from SLO, Morro Bay is famous for its gi-
ant volcanic rock, bird sanctuaries, lan-
guid otters and seafood. It’s also home 
to one of California’s largest and most 
productive commercial fishing fleets, 
which is as good a reason as any to head 
to Tognazzini’s Dockyard Restaurant. 

Park your surrey outside, before  

enjoying a bowl of Mark Tognazzi-
ni’s incredible off-menu ciopinno (that’s 
fish stew to you and me), piled high 
with lobster, crab and shrimp.

A true local character, Mark has been 
fishing these waters for 44 years. “In 
1996 when the salmon catch was low 
I opened the restaurant so that we’d 
have somewhere to sell our fish,” he ex-
plained. “And we haven’t looked back.” 

Nearby San Simeon is famously 
the home of Hearst Castle, publisher  
William Randolph Hearst’s opulent love 
letter to the actress Marion Davies. You 
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can book a tour of this unique estate, 
which Hearst called The Enchanted 
Hill. And while it won’t give Edinburgh 
Castle any sleepless nights, it does 
boast 56 bedrooms and 61 bathrooms, 
and was the inspiration for the Xanadu 
mansion of Orson Welles’ classic mov-
ie, Citizen Kane. Gaze upon the exqui-
site Roman-style Neptune Pool and im-
agine what it was like to be a billionaire 
in the 1920s, when £2,000 could buy 
you a decent-sized family home. 

I enjoyed an Enchanting Evening at 
Hearst Castle, sampling oysters, and 
nibbling on delicate cookies, accom-
panied by local port wines. Strolling 
around the hilltop gardens, I tried to 
sound as witty as Dorothy Parker, but 
was probably more Charlie Chaplin.

Back down to earth, I relocated to 
the Avila Lighthouse Suites in sleepy 
Avila Beach, about five miles from Pis-
mo Beach (one of the few places in Cal-
ifornia where you can drive your dune 
buggy on the sand). 

My hotel walls were covered in a vari-
ety of nautical nik-naks, and I wandered 
along the old-fashioned promenade (no 
neon signs here), inhaling the ocean air 
like it was going out of fashion.

Nearby, the Port San Luis Lighthouse 
is one of those hidden gems that every 
tourist should see. The 
lighthouse was aban-
doned in 1974 when 
modern technology 
took over. I toured the 
quaint rooms in this 
sturdy wooden house 
where the coastguard 
and his family lived, be-
fore climbing the narrow 
stairs to the lighthouse 
itself (getting down isn’t 
quite as easy, you have been warned). 

Leaving the coast, it was time to un-
pack my bags at my third and final des-
tination, the Paso Robles Inn, in Paso 
Robles, about 40 minutes’ drive from 
Avila. I’ve never stayed in a hotel room 
with a mineral spa Jacuzzi on the bal-
cony, and although I didn’t have time 
for a proper soak, I went for a dip in the 
pool – after all, it was an unseasonally 
hot 95 degrees. 

We then drove to the magnificent 
Santa Margarita Ranch, which dates 
back to 1787, to enjoy the many edible 
and alcoholic goodies being handed 
out at the food and wine festival. This 
two-day event at the 13,900-acre ranch 

requires an elasticated waistband, stur-
dy shoes and a stomach with attitude.

At the marketplace, I sampled 
tiny bites of food and wine from lo-
cal restaurants, and vendors includ-
ing Harris Ranch Beef, Ventana Grill, 
Cracked Crab (best chowder ever), 
SLO Donut Co, and Ancient Peaks and  
J Lohr wines.

There was also an enthusiastic chef’s 
demonstration called Battle of the Bay, 
which was more nail-biting than any  
X Factor final, and a chance to meet ce-
lebrity chefs Rick Moonen, Susan Feni-
ger, Nathan Lyon and Aarti Sequeria. 

Of course, all good things must come 
to an end – but not without another 
feast. My last evening, at the poetically 
named Paso Glow: A Culinary Experi-
ence at Windfall Farms, in Paso Robles 
wine country, was a foodie finale fitting 
to the occasion. 

Wine tastings accompanied more 
calorific treats. My favourite dish of 
the night was the softly smoked pulled 
pork tacos from the Dean Brothers 
Smokehouse. 

Against the gorgeous sunset, six 
brightly coloured illuminated hot-air 
balloons provided the perfect dramatic 

backdrop but the star 
of the show was the re-
gion itself. As I looked 
out over the stunning 
724-acre ranch, the 
country and western 
band played late into 
the night, and the 
wine flowed. 

If the path to a 
women’s heart is truly 
through her stomach, 

then central California, I’m all yours.

THE FACTS Fly from Edinburgh to Los 
Angeles from £500, see skyscanner.
net See www.winecoastcountry.com 
for the 101 Highway wine coast driv-
ing tour. For general information vis-
it http://www.sanluisobispocounty.
com/ To book tickets for next year’s 
Sunset Savour the Central Coast food 
and wine event go to http://www.sa-
vorcentralcoast.com/ All hotel rooms 
start at around $150 (£93) per night, 
depending on the time of year. 

It seems like the wrong time of year 
for a horticultural break, but the 
Cambo Estate in Fife attracts droves 
of visitors in the depths of winter, 
thanks to its stunning displays of 

snowdrops which simply add to its at-
tractions as a year-round destination. 

The estate is six miles from St An-
drews and at the heart of its 1,200 acres 
is the imposing Victorian mansion 
house, home to Lord and Lady Erskine. 
As well as a plant shop and tea room at-
tached for visitors, the opulent grounds 
offer self-catering accommodation.

The spot is rightly world-famous 
among gardeners and the landscaped 
surroundings are a mix of rolling park-
land where animals graze among speci-
men trees, a stunning formal walled 
garden and mixed woodland walks 
which wind their way down to the sea, 
less than half a mile away. What’s more, 
the estate encompasses Kingbarns 
Golf Links, one of the greatest modern 
courses in the world and co-host of 

the European Tour’s prestigious Alfred 
Dunhill Links Championship.

The main house is a grand and au-
thentic stately home with both self-ca-
tering apartments and B&B rooms, run 
by Sir Peter and Lady Catherine. You 
can choose a grand four-poster guest 
room, for the full Downton-style coun-
try house guest experience, but accom-
panied by two children and two dogs, 
we knew our place and based ourselves 
in “Upper Servants”. 

There wasn’t much austerity on 
show, however; the converted apart-
ment in the East Wing is cosy and well 
equipped, not just with modern facili-
ties, but quirky antiques and books dat-
ing from its time as home of the staff. 
A door from here leads onto the grand 
main staircase lined with family por-
traits, and into the impressive formal 
dining room where breakfast is served. 
The food here is superb, no matter 
which side of the staff door you’re stay-
ing. It includes treats such as bacon and 

sausages from the estate and 
freshly gathered field mush-
rooms with homemade bread 
and marmalades. 

Happily replete, we set off 
to survey the estate. Walking 
round the parkland we were 
introduced to the estate pigs, 
something the dogs had never 
encountered. They were duly 
fascinated and a little non-
plussed. The rest of us just felt 
a vague sense of guilt at our 
enjoyment of the sausages. 

KIRSTY McLUCKIE

A stay on this luxurious estate will 
make you glad of the long nights

Winter  
wonders

! Friday, 5pm Check into the scenic 
Rock Hotel (rockhotelgibraltar.com/), 
which has beautiful views of Gi-
braltar, mainland Spain and the 
mountains of Morocco. Rooms 
start from £160 a night, but a 
discount is offered online.
! 7pm Head to Bianca’s Res-
taurant, located at the Marina 
bay for dinner. It offers a full bar 
menu at reasonable prices, plus 
delicious cocktails from £5.
! 9pm Spend the night enjoying 
live entertainment at Savannah, a bar 
located at Gibraltar’s Ocean village. Grab 
a freshly made cocktail and take in the 
late-night atmosphere on the terrace.
! Saturday, 10am Start the day well 
with a full English breakfast at the  

48
HOURS IN

Gibraltar
Visit www.holidays.scotsman.
com for more great holidays
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The acres of established woodlands 
are crisscrossed with paths leading to 
pretty bridges and vistas, as well as unu-
sual woodland artwork when you least 
expect it. Making your way through 
the trees, you suddenly come upon the 
wide expanse of the beach in front. 
The beach is on the main coastal path 
and the whole area was busy with dog 
walkers, cyclists and birdwatchers. 

We spent so much 
time on the beach 
that we had to leave 
the Victorian garden 
for the next morning, 
but it was certainly 
worth waiting for. It 
is a classic restored 
walled garden with a 
modern twist. Set in 
two and half acres, it 
is designed around the 
Cambo Burn with wrought iron rose-
clad bridges giving it an air of romance. 
At its centre is a glorious summerhouse 

with a bridge and willow tree, 
but every inch of the space is 
covered in interesting plants.

The Erskine family run year-
round events, and next month 
the first and most celebrated oc-
curs, the renowned Snowdrop 
Festival including the spectacu-
lar “Snowdrops by Starlight”, a 
festival of light, flowers and interactive 

attractions, due to take 
place between 13-17 
February. The estate 
will be transformed 
into an illuminated trail 
with dramatic lighting 
effects; unusual wood-
land vistas; al fresco 
dining areas and an out-
door art gallery offering 
decorated specimen 
trees and amazing en-

vironmental sculptures. It will certainly 
be worth making the trip, but that’s 
true of Cambo at any time of year. 

THE FACTS Cambo’s self-catering pric-
es start at £295 for an apartment for 
two/£750 for an apartment for eight. 
Bed & breakfast costs from £55pp per 
night. Weekend and midweek breaks 
are available year-round and there 
are seasonal offers. The cottages begin 
at £295 per week. Tel: 01333 450054, 
visit www.camboestate.com To  
book Snowdrops by Starlight call  
the Byre Theatre in St Andrews on 
01334 475000, visit www.byrethea-
tre.com

Winter  
wonders

Gibraltar Arms located on Main Street. 
! 12:30pm Set sail out of the marina on a 

Dolphin Safari. The Original Dolphin 
Safari run tours from 12.30pm and 

offer a 98 per cent success rate 
of seeing the beautiful mammals 
(www.dolphinsafari.gi, to book 
in advance, £22.50/£13.50).
! 4pm Take a stroll up Main 
Street to check out the shopping 

possibilities. There are plenty of 
eye-catching boutiques.

! 7:30pm For dinner, drinks and a 
great view of the marina in the moon-

light, make your way to the Waterfront 
Restaurant. There’s a great grill and sea-
food selection.
! Sunday, 10am Take a cable car to The 
Top of the Rock, for an experience like 

no other. The view from the top takes in 
two continents, three countries and the 
meeting point of the Atlantic Ocean and 
the Mediterranean Sea. You’ll also meet 
some of the local wildlife, including the 
famous barbary macaque apes.
! 2pm It’s time for a history lesson and 
to discover the impressive Great Siege 
tunnels forged by the merchant marines 
in the 1700s. Perhaps not one for the 
claustrophobic, as you spend a bit of 
time underground on this tour.  
! 5pm Return to the airport for your 
flight home.
! RACHEL WATSON

THE FACTS Fly from Edinburgh to 
Gibraltar from £274, www.sky 
scanner.net

COMPILED BY ALICE WYLLIE

REAL MADRID
Depart from Edinburgh on 19 
February for a two-night break in 
Madrid. Prices start from £135pp, 
including accommodation at the 
three-star Sunotel Amaral on a bed 
& breakfast basis.
Visit www.easyjet.com

COUNTY FAIR
Save nearly 60 per cent on a 
two-night break in Durham. 
Prices start from £80pp including 
accommodation at the Aston 
Darlington Hotel on a bed & 
breakfast basis, dinner on the first 
night, a room upgrade and tickets to 
a local heritage attraction. The offer 
is valid until 31 March.
Call 08448 488 488 or visit  
www.greatlittlebreaks.com

PIECE OF CAKE
Prices for seven nights in Madeira 
start from £287pp. This includes 
accommodation at the four-star 
Four Views Oasis Hotel in Canico on 
a bed & breakfast basis and return 
flights from Glasgow departing on 
21 January.
Call 0844 412 5970 or visit  
www.thomascook.com

Bargain
Breaks

Visit www.holidays.scotsman.
com for more UK holidays
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The harbour by the Rock of Gibraltar; one of the famed macaques, inset

Clockwise from 
main: snowdrops 
by starlight; Cam-
bo’s main house; 
a bedroom with a 
four-poster


