Sightseeing Tours

Golden Gate Tours uses both vans and buses for its three-hour city tour, offered mornings and afternoons. You can combine the tour with a bay cruise. Customers are picked up at hotels and motels. Senior citizen and group rates are available. Tours daily; reserve a day ahead.

Gray Line offers a variety of tours of the city, the Bay Area, and northern California. The city tour, on buses or double-decker buses, lasts three hours and departs from the Transbay Terminal at First and Mission streets five to six times daily. Gray Line also picks up at centrally located hotels. Make reservations the day before.

Gray Line Cable Car Tours sends motorized cable cars on a one-hour loop from Union Square to Fisherman's Wharf and two-hour tours including the Presidio, Japantown, and the Golden Gate Bridge. No reservations necessary.

The Great Pacific Tour uses 13-passenger vans for its daily three-hour city tour. Bilingual guides can be requested, and vans pick up at major San Francisco hotels. Tours are available to Monterey, the Wine Country, and Muir Woods. Tours daily; reserve a day ahead or, possibly, the same day.

Tower Tours uses 20-passenger vans for city tours and 25-passenger buses for trips outside San Francisco to Muir Woods and Sausalito, the Wine Country, Monterey and Carmel, and Yosemite. The city tour runs three hours. The Wine Country tour includes the historic Sonoma town square. Tours daily; make reservations the day before.

Special-Interest Tours

Near Escapes plans unusual activities in the city and around the Bay Area. Recent tours and activities included tours of a Hindu temple in the East Bay, the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory, the aircraft maintenance facility at the San Francisco Airport, and the quicksilver mines south of San Jose.

Walking Tours

Castro District: A three-hour tour focuses on the history and development of the district, including its restored Victorian homes; the Castro Theatre, a 1930s movie palace; and unique shops and cafés. Tours depart at 10 a.m. Tuesday–Saturday from Castro and Market streets.

Chinatown with the "Wok Wiz": Renowned cookbook author leads a three-hour tour of Chinese markets, other businesses, and a fortune-cookie factory.

Chinese Cultural Heritage Foundation offers two walking tours of Chinatown. The Heritage Walk leaves Saturday at 2 p.m. and lasts about two hours. The Culinary Walk, a three-hour stroll through the markets and food shops, plus a dim sum lunch, is held every Wednesday at 10:30 a.m.

City Guides offers the greatest variety of free walks, seven days a week. They include Chinatown, North Beach, Coit Tower, Pacific Heights mansions, Japantown, the Haight, historic Market Street, the Palace Hotel, and downtown roof gardens and atriums.

When To Go

You can visit San Francisco comfortably any time of year. The temperature rarely drops lower than 40°F, and anything warmer than 80°F is considered a heat wave. Summers are warmer north, east, and south of the city. Be prepared for rain in winter, especially December and January. Winds off the ocean can add to the chill factor, so pack appropriately. Expect occasional fogginess throughout the year.

The average daily temperatures: from May through October, 48°F low and 73°F high; from November through April, 41°F low and 64°F high.

Festivals & Seasonal Events

WINTER

December
As the first American city to perform the full-length Nutcracker, San Francisco remains one of the best places to see the well-known Christmas ballet.

The annual Sing-It-Yourself Messiah takes place at Davies Symphony Hall on two nights during the first week of the month.

The New Pickle Circus, a particularly joyous group that started as a band of street performers during the early 1970s, performs annually during the holiday season at the Palace of Fine Arts Theater in the Marina District or at nearby Fort Mason.

January
The Shrine East-West All-Star Football Classic, America's oldest all-star sports event, takes place in the Stanford University Stadium in Palo Alto, some 25 miles south of San Francisco.

January–April
Whale-watching can be enjoyed throughout the winter, when hundreds of gray whales migrate along the Pacific coast.

February
The Chinese New Year celebration in San Francisco's Chinese community, North America's largest, lasts for two weeks, culminating with the justly famous Golden Dragon Parade and fireworks "to scare away the evil spirits."

SPRING

March
On the Sunday closest to March 17, San Francisco's St. Patrick's Day celebration includes snake races and a long parade through the downtown area.

April
The Cherry Blossom Festival, an elaborate presentation of Japanese culture and customs, winds up with a colorful parade through San Francisco's Japantown.

May–June
Carnaval, held in the Mission District, includes a parade, a street festival, and a costume contest.

May
Thousands sign up to run the San Francisco Examiner Bay to Breakers Race, a 7½-mile route from bay side to ocean side that's a hallowed San Francisco tradition.

SUMMER

June
The North Beach Festival, every Father's Day weekend, transforms Washington Square Park and Grant Avenue into an Italian marketplace, with food, music, and entertainment.

July
The Fourth of July celebration, at Crissy Field in the Presidio, features family festivities beginning in mid-afternoon and a fireworks display at 9 p.m.

The Cable Car Bell-Ringing Championship is on the third Thursday of July at noon in Union Square.

AUTUMN

September
Opera in the Park takes place in Golden Gate Park on the Sunday after Labor Day.

The San Francisco Blues Festival, on the Great Meadow at Fort Mason, is held on the third weekend of September.

October
Beginning the second weekend of the month, Fleet Week celebrates the Navy's first day with a Blue Angels air show over Pier 39 and the Bay.

On the Sunday closest to Columbus Day, a weekend festival of Italian food and music kicks off the Columbus Day celebration, which also includes a parade through North Beach.
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