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In the third instalment of their Wining and Diving series, 
Nick and Caroline Robertson-Brown cruise the highways of California, 

dive into the giant kelp forests and sample some fine wines
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C
alifornia has 840 miles of coastline that meets the Pacific Ocean, which cre-
ates a rugged and beautiful stretch of land perfect for a bit of exploration. 
Recently, we had the opportunity to explore over 550 miles of it on an epic 
roadtrip to discover the best diving and wines California has to offer. It is a 
destination that we have always wanted to visit and even thinking about it 

conjures up great images and music based around this iconic state. Our journey was to 
start and end in San Francisco, where cheap flights can be found from most UK airports. 
Here we needed to collect the most-vital ingredient in any roadtrip - our hire-car; in this 
instance a black Ford Mustang convertible from Rhino Rentals! Okay, so it was something 
of a challenge to fit in all the dive equipment and camera gear that we had brought with 
us, but it was going to be worth it! California enjoys great weather all year round, with lots 
of sunshine and warm temperatures. The sea temperatures, however, are a bit cooler than 
your usual tropical holidays, so you need to bring a thick wetsuit or even a drysuit for the 
diving. 

Our first destination was going to offer us some diving and some wine-tasting opportu-
nities, so we set off to our base, the Flamingo Resort in Santa Rosa, in the heart of Sonoma 
County. We had a huge room, which allowed us to set-up all our camera equipment, get 
the laptop up and running and get our diving gear ready for the morning, as our first day 
was going to provide us with our first-ever dive in the Pacific Ocean. Bright and early, roof 
down, we set off towards the coast, driving along Russian River, passing some of the best 
vineyards in the world. It is a spectacular drive, with giant redwoods lining the roads all 
the way to the coast, especially with Jimi Hendricks’ ‘All along the watchtower’ pumping 
out of the speakers.
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A diver explores 
Point Lobos
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“It takes a few hours longer than using the highway, but gives you a 
chance to really see the amazing coastline California has to offer”
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We had arranged to meet up with Sonoma Coast 
Divers for their annual ‘Sonoma Ghost Games’ 
weekend. Our diving destination was a shore dive 
from the Fort Ross State Park. We joined a large 
group of club divers ready for fun and games in the 
water. There was an underwater pumpkin carving 
competition, an underwater treasure hunt, fun 
dives and a BBQ on the beach. We went in with the 
guys holding onto pumpkins to see what this was 
all about. Each contestant has to take a fully intact 
pumpkin into the water, with no design markings 
drawn on, to carve. The first challenge is to get the 
pumpkin underwater in the first place, as they are 
really very buoyant. Then each person is allowed to 
use just their dive knife to get creative.

Conditions were not ideal on the day, as huge 
swells had reduced the visibility, but that did not 
put anyone off, and we had a great time. A local 
common seal even put in an appearance and 
we had a great day of diving with them. On the 
way back, we dropped into one of our favourite 
vineyards, Joseph Swan, to taste a few vintages that 
you cannot get in the UK. Santa Rosa is a vibrant 
city with a buzzing social scene. That evening, we 
ate, substantially, at Jackson’s Bar and Oven, which 
was packed, and this was early in the week. Sonoma 
County provided us with the perfect start to our 
Wining and Diving trip in California. 

The next day was dedicated to visiting local 
towns and vineyards. Sonoma County produces 
some of California’s greatest wines and is not as 
busy as its noisy neighbor - Napa. Our first visit was 
to a vineyard that produces the fizz for many of the 
Whitehouse functions - Iron Horse Vineyard. But 
more importantly, they have also teamed up Na-
tional Geographic, and produced a fabulous bottle 
of sparkling wine called Ocean Reserve, where $4 of 
your money goes to marine conservation projects. 
So it was here that we got our first feeling that 
everything was a little different in California - they 
really do live up to their green credentials.

In the afternoon we moved on to our next vine-
yard - Inman Family Wines. We have never come 
across a more-environmentally friendly vineyard 
than this one. Having lived in the UK for the last 20 
years, Kathleen came home to California to set-up 
her dream business. The buildings have been made 
from reclaimed wood, recycled glass and anything 
else that could be reused that she could get her 
hands on. Everything, including the vehicles, run 
on solar-powered electricity generated on site and 
the compost is made from food and wine-making 
waste. This is impressive - and so is the wine she 
produces. For wine-loving divers, Sonoma County is 
a great destination, away from the crowds, and with 
so much to offer both divers and non-divers alike.

Our next stop was Fort Bragg in Mendocino 
County. This was to be our most-northerly destina-
tion of the roadtrip. Unfortunately, the weather 
put paid to our attempts to dive in this area, but 
we were able to drown our sorrows at various vine-
yards and micro-breweries!

It was time to head south, and our next port of 
call was Monterey, which was a long drive, taking 
the larger roads to save time. We also took our sat 
nav (her name is Delores), which turned out to 
be invaluable. We stayed at the Mariposa Inn and 
Suites and again were treated to a huge room, 
with a hot tub! Once we had dumped the bags, 
we hopped back in the car and headed down the 
hill to meet up with John from Seven Seas Scuba, 
Monterey. The dive shop is situated on the most-fa-
mous street in Monterey; Cannery Row. You can get 
tanks and weights and walk to one of the best shore 
dives in California, the Breakwater, where sea-lions 
will come and play in the shallows. We were going 
to be diving Point Lobos the next morning, and so 
got all our gear set-up in the shop that evening. We 

still had just enough daylight and energy to walk 
down to the pier, where the sea-lions haul up onto 
pontoons and honk loudly to the passers-by. 

The next day we were up early to make the 30 
minute drive to Point Lobos. This is another park, 
with boat-launching facilities. Most people do the 
dive as a shore dive, but we were lucky enough to 
be meeting up with a local legend, Phil Sammet 
from Underwater Company, who was bringing 
along his RIB for a day out on the water with us. 
Sadly the vis wasn’t ideal, but it was great to be 
diving the kelp forests of California, and we were 
certainly not complaining!

We also wanted to see what Monterey had to 
offer for wildlife lovers who did not want to dive the 
cooler waters of this amazing coastline, and so we 
jumped onto a whale-watching tour, with Princess 
Monterey Whale Watching, in the morning. They 
assured us that they would get us back around mid-
day, so that we did not arrive too late on our next 
leg of the trip. The fog had set in over the bay area, 
and we were unsure as to how successful 
the crew could be in these conditions, but 
after about 30 minutes, the cry of ‘whale 
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dRiNk, aNd dive safe
Please be aware that we are not suggesting 
that you drink alcohol before diving. You 
should be very careful to make sure that you 
are not dehydrated (which can be caused by 
alcohol consumption) and not intoxicated 
before you go diving, as this may lead to 
serious injury. 
We always left at least 24 hours between 
any wine tasting and any diving that we did 
on this trip.
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at your two o’clock’ had us up and out into the cold 
air to gaze out to sea. Sure enough, two humpback 
whales were at the surface, before a synchronized 
dive down to feed in the depths. More and more 
whales turned out to be in the area and so you 
could pretty much always see a whale from one 
part of the boat or another. All the time, sea-lions 
play near the boat and we also saw porpoise on the 
trip. It was a great way to end our time in Monterey.

As is the way with road trips, it was time to move 
on again, going further south to Ventura. This is the 
gateway to the Californian Channel Islands, which 
was to be the highlight of our diving experiences in 
the Pacific Ocean. Our base was to be the Holiday 
Inn Express, which is situated right on the marina 
and a short walk to our dive boat - Raptor. We were 
going to dive Anacapa Island the next day, and so 
we thought it apt to head to the Anacapa Brewing 
Company for dinner that night! Bright and early the 
next day, we headed to the boat, where we were 
greeted and directed to the dive shop to grab some 
weights for the trip. The set-up is excellent with the 
dive shop, Ventura Dive, right on the harbour edge, 
where the charter boat Raptor heads out from. The 
journey to Anacapa Island takes about 45 minutes. 
Raptor holds around 20 divers and is a spacious and 
well-thought-out dive boat.

Due to a slightly bizarre political situation, the 
federal government workers had been sent home 
and so some of the parks dive sites were not avail-
able to dive. What we were hoping for was some 
great giant kelp and sea-lion diving and to see the 
state fish - the garibaldi. The garibaldi is a huge, 
bright orange damselfish that lives among the kelp 
in this region. It can be inquisitive and so will come 
close to divers. Our guide also told us that they 
can be quite aggressive in the breeding season, 
like most other smaller damselfish that we see in 
tropical waters. The topography was unlike any 
other dive we have done. Large boulders covered 
in purple sea urchins led us into the shallower 
kelp forest. The garibaldi really stand-out against 
the green kelp and so we stayed shallow and took 
photographs here for the whole dive.

Our second dive was on a broken-up wreck, 
again in shallow water, where we did not go deeper 
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Underwater 
Pumpkin Carving

“The first challenge is to get the 
pumpkin underwater in the first 

place, as they are really very 
buoyant. Then each person is
allowed to use just their dive 

knife to get creative”

than 14m. Amazing jewel anemones covered every 
vertical surface available, sea hares congregated 
in lumps of eight to ten individuals; it was a great 
dive, that was topped off perfectly by an inquisitive 
young sea-lion racing up to us, giving us a quick 
view, and then darting off to wherever it had come 
from before we could get any shots off!

To celebrate an amazing day of diving, we 
stopped off for some great food, and a local brew at 
the Brophy Brothers, which overlooked the crew of 
Raptor tidying up after us, filling tanks and rinsing 
down the boat. The next day was to be the start of 
our journey home. We were heading north, once 
again, back to San Francisco.

We chose to take the scenic route 1 north to 
San Francisco. It takes a few hours longer than 
using the highway, but gives you a chance to really 
see the amazing coastline California has to offer. 
While we loved the Mustang by now, you do not 
need, or want, a car in San Fran. It is designed for 
public transport and walking, which is great. So we 
dropped off the car and headed to the iconic San 

Remo Hotel. This in an inexpensive place to stay 
in San Fran - a rare thing indeed - but it is also an 
amazing place, a Victorian-style building, built just 
after the city was destroyed by earthquake and fire 
in 1906, in the heart of the North Beach tourist area. 
The rooms are small, but the location and staff are 
brilliant. From here, it is a short walk to Pier 39. This 
is the main tourist area of the bay, where you can 
get tours by boat under the Golden Gate Bridge 
and to Alcatraz. It is also home to a huge colony of 
bickering sea-lions who have taken over the pon-
toons once used by fishing boats.

San Francisco also has a great wine-making 
history, and while the grapes are grown in the 
surrounding hills of Sonoma and Napa, the wines 
are made right in the heart of the city. New tasting 
rooms are springing up and they are a great place 
to unwind after you have been out on a boat, shop-
ping or riding on the famous cable car system.

If you want to focus more on the great wines 
and vineyards that California has to offer, then base 
yourself north of San Francisco; if you want to do 
the best diving the state has to offer, then head 
south. If, like us, you want the best of both worlds, 
then hire a convertible and do the whole lot. For 
loads more information on the region, go to: www.
visitcalifornia.co.uk n


