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California is a state of extremes, but in the best way!

Towering redwood forests, rugged coastlines, sun-

soaked beaches, alpine lakes, vast deserts, and dramatic

mountain ranges all exist within a single day’s drive. 

With so much to explore, deciding where to go can

quickly feel overwhelming. 

This guide highlights five major regions across

California and the standout places within them. 

Whether you’re planning a long road trip or a quick

weekend escape, this curated list helps you focus on

destinations that deliver unforgettable scenery,

atmosphere, and experience.

California has a way of feeling both familiar and unexplored. For those new to the state, it offers endless

discovery, and landscapes that feel almost unreal in their scale and beauty. For those who grew up here,

it invites rediscovery, revealing just how much exists beyond the places you already know. 

From iconic destinations to quieter, lesser-known spots, this guide highlights locations that feel worth

the journey, no matter how well you think you know California.

W H Y  T H I S  G U I D E  W O R K S  F O R  F I R S T
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N O R T H E R N
C A L I F O R N I A

Location:  May Lake in Yosemite © 2026 Discover California

Northern California is defined by dramatic coastlines, ancient forests, and landscapes

that feel wild and untouched. This region offers some of the state’s most unforgettable

scenery. The destinations below highlight places that capture the scale, beauty, and

sense of adventure that make Northern California so special.



Redwood National & State Parks

Walking among the tallest trees on Earth feels humbling,
quiet, and almost prehistoric.

Avenue of the Giants (Humboldt Redwoods State Park)

A slow, awe-filled drive where massive redwoods rise
straight from the roadside.

Point Reyes National Seashore

A wild stretch of coastline where fog, cliffs, beaches, and
wildlife collide.

Marshall’s Beach (San Francisco)

Intimate shoreline with postcard views of the Golden Gate.

Burney Falls

A powerful waterfall fed by underground springs, roaring
with energy year-round.

Lassen Volcanic National Park

A surreal landscape of steaming vents, alpine lakes, and
volcanic terrain.

Fern Canyon

Towering fern-covered walls create a mossy corridor that
feels untouched by time.
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Location: Burney Falls

Location:  Redwood National  Park

Location: Fern Canyon

Highlights of the Region

The Crowd Favorite

Fern Canyon

Fern Canyon feels like stepping into another world.
Towering walls covered in lush, dripping ferns surround 
a narrow stream, creating a landscape that feels almost
prehistoric. For fans of the Jurassic Park series, The Lost
World: Jurassic Park was filmed in this area!

Tip: Bring waterproof shoes for walking through streams or
wet terrain. Summer is usually manageable, but in winter,
there are no bridges or walkways.



C E N T R A L
C O A S T

Location: Bixby Bridge © 2026 Discover California

California’s Central Coast is where rugged cliffs, turquoise coves, and winding coastal

highways create some of the most memorable scenery in the state. From dramatic

Big Sur viewpoints to historic landmarks and hidden coastal pockets, every stretch of

this region offers something unique to explore. The destinations below highlight the

places that best capture the beauty and atmosphere that make the Central Coast

unforgettable.
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Big Sur (Highway 1)

A dramatic coastline where mountains plunge straight into
the Pacific Ocean.

McWay Falls (Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park)

An iconic waterfall spilling onto a secluded beach.

Bixby Bridge

One of California’s most recognizable landmarks,
suspended above crashing waves.

Partington Cove

A hidden pocket of turquoise water in Big Sur.

Garrapata Bluff Coastal Trail

Open bluffs with nonstop ocean views and sweeping
coastal drama.

Hearst Castle

A grand hilltop estate overlooking the Pacific, equal parts
history and spectacle.

Point Lobos State Natural Reserve

A compact stretch of coastline packed with turquoise coves
and sculpted cliffs.

Location: Hearst  Cast le

Location: McWay Falls

Location:  Point  Lobos  State

Highlights of the Region

The Crowd Favorite

Point Lobos State Natural Reserve

Point Lobos is a compact stretch of coastline packed with
some of the most dramatic scenery in California. Turquoise
coves, sculpted cliffs, and offshore rocks make it an
incredible spot for watching migrating gray whales and
other marine life as they pass close to shore.

Tip: Plan to arrive in the morning or park along Highway 1
and walk in if the lot is full. It is recommended to arrive at
the park before 9 am for a better chance at parking.



S I E R R A  N E V A D A

Location :  Yosemite © 2026 Discover California

The Sierra Nevada showcases California at its most dramatic, where towering granite

peaks, alpine lakes, and ancient forests shape unforgettable mountain landscapes.

From iconic valley views to high-country meadows and quiet alpine escapes, this

region offers endless opportunities for exploration and adventure. The destinations

below highlight places that capture the scale and beauty of the Sierra Nevada.
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Yosemite - Mist Trail

Towering granite, stunning waterfalls, and expansive views
lead you through one of the most beautiful hikes on earth.

Tuolumne Meadows

Wide-open alpine scenery with rivers, domes, and views.

Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias

Walking among the largest trees on the planet feels both
grounding and surreal.

Kings Canyon National Park

A deep, dramatic canyon carved by rivers and framed by
towering granite walls.

Sequoia National Park

Massive trees, high elevations, and vast wilderness define
this unforgettable landscape.

Moro Rock

A short climb that delivers sweeping views across the
southern Sierra.

Mammoth Lakes Basin

A collection of alpine lakes surrounded by rugged peaks.

Convict Lake

A mirror-calm alpine lake reflecting jagged mountains. 

Highlights of the Region

The Crowd Favorite
Yosemite Valley

Yosemite Valley is the heart of the Sierra Nevada and one of
the most iconic landscapes in the world. The best time to
visit is late spring, when waterfalls are at their peak.

Tip: Use the park’s shuttle service to travel between major
stops so you don’t have to worry about parking.

Location:  Convict  Lake

Location: Grizzly Creek Falls

Location: Nevada Falls  in Yosemite  (Mist  Trail )



S O U T H E R N
C A L I F O R N I A

Location :  Heis ler  Park © 2026 Discover California

Southern California captures the state at its most diverse, where rugged coastlines,

desert landscapes, mountain ranges, and vibrant cities collide in one endlessly varied

region. From sun-drenched beaches and coastal cliffs to palm-lined valleys, desert

canyons, and alpine escapes. The destinations below highlight places that reflect the

scale, contrast, and character that define this iconic part of the state.
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Carlsbad - A laid-back coastal town
blending beaches, flower fields, and 
classic California charm.

Heisler Park - Manicured coastal paths
overlooking coves of bright water and
rocky shoreline.

Idyllwild - A quiet mountain escape tucked
among pine forests and granite peaks.

Crowd Favorite - The Queen Mary is
renowned for its rich history, oceanfront
setting, and the ability to walk its halls. 



D E S E R T S  &  R E M O T E
C A L I F O R N I A

Location :  Mobius  Arch © 2026 Discover California

California’s deserts and remote regions reveal the state at its most stark and

expansive, where sculpted rock formations, wide-open valleys, and dramatic skies

define the landscape. The destinations below highlight places that showcase the scale,

solitude, and raw beauty found far from California’s more traveled routes.
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Joshua Tree National Park - A striking
desert where twisted trees and massive
boulders shape an otherworldly scene.

Alabama Hills - Weathered rock
formations framed by Mount Whitney
create a cinematic desert landscape.

Red Rock Canyon State Park - Vibrant
cliffs and layered rock formations rise
from the Mojave Desert floor.

Crowd Favorite - Skull Rock is a crowd
favorite thanks to its naturally sculpted,
skull-shaped formation, making it one of
Joshua Tree’s most fun stops.
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Best Times to Visit 

Late Winter – Early Spring:

Point Lobos, Big Sur, Central Coast (coastal

wildflowers bloom, whale migrations peak)

Yosemite Valley, Sierra Nevada (waterfalls)

Joshua Tree.

Spring – Early Summer:

Redwood National & State Parks, Fern Canyon

(lush greenery, comfortable hiking weather)

Lassen Volcanic & Sierra Nevada (alpine

meadows open, snow mostly melted)

California rewards curiosity. From misty coastlines and ancient forests to high-alpine

meadows and remote desert landscapes, each region offers a distinct experience. This

guide is meant to inspire exploration, not pressure, helping you choose places that match

your pace, interests, and sense of adventure. No matter where you start, every destination

on this list offers something memorable.

F I N A L  T H O U G H T S

Location: Bixby Bridge
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Summer:

Coastal towns like Carlsbad & Laguna

 

Fall:

Sierra Nevada & Yosemite (fall colors

in the high country, fewer crowds)

Central Coast & Big Sur.

Winter:

Yosemite and other Sierra locations

for winter wonderland vibes.
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