
Maybe you’re just coming down from Sacramento, or maybe you’re flying in from Australia! 

Regardless of how far you’ve travelled, the staff of the Office of Letters and Light is thrilled to 

welcome our visiting guests to the Night of Writing Dangerously. This guide will help make trip 

planning a little easier for those of you visiting San Francisco for the Night of Writing Dangerously.

As most of you know, I (Sarah) actually don’t live in San Francisco, the Bay Area, or even the U.S. 

But I spent 3 months in the area for my internship earlier this year and had 10 house guests in the 

11 weeks I was there, so I got really good at the tourist circuit and condensing the San Francisco 

experience into a weekend. This November will be my fourth trip to the Bay Area in the last two 

years, so despite not being local, I feel extremely confident navigating the city.

GettiNG there

San Francisco is a great city for getting to. San Francisco International Airport (SFO) is very easily 

accessible by public transit. If there aren’t great options for flying into SFO, try the Oakland International 

Airport! (OAK) It’s just across the bay and there’s a shuttle to the BART station for only $3 (more on 

BART in a moment), and both trips are about the same distance into downtown San Francisco! 

GettiNG arouND

San Francisco is a city that’s much easier to navigate without a car. Parking is expensive and 

sometimes challenging to find, and public transit is plentiful, easy to use, and sometimes an attraction 

all on its own! Cabs are also easy to find and generally inexpensive for trips within the central 

downtown core, and walking is a great option for those who can handle the hills!

Google Maps is extremely accurate and comprehensive in the Bay Area, and they have transit 

integrated for ease of trip planning. All bus shelters also tend to have city maps, so if you get 

disoriented, look for a MUNI sign and see if the bus shelter has a map. The city itself is actually not 

that large and is laid out in a fairly logical grid fashion with a few diagonal cross streets.

Bart

There are two transit authorities running within San Francisco. The first is BART 

(http://www.bart.gov/), which stands for Bay Area Rapid Transit. This is a train that runs all the way 

from San Francisco airport down in south San Francisco, through the city, and 

then across the bay into most of the surrounding cities, including Oakland, 

Berkeley, and El Cerrito.

BART is easy to use and very efficient. Prices for BART depend on how 

far you’re travelling, with a surcharge for airport visits. From the airport to 

downtown San Francisco will cost you $8.10 US. (Even with the additional 

charge, it is almost always cheaper to take BART into the city than take a cab, 

as the airport is quite a ways outside the city center. If your hotel is not close to 

a BART station, you can still take BART and then catch a cab from the station 

closest to your hotel). BART uses an automated ticketing system, and you can 
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pay at the ticket machines using cash or a credit card. The machines are quite straightforward, and 

every BART station has an attendant if you need help. 

If you have an iPhone or an iPod Touch, there is a great BART app called iBART. It tells you travel 

times, train schedules, and ticket prices. If you’re from outside the U.S., data use can be quite 

expensive, but nearly all of iBART’s features work offline. Free wireless is available in the downtown 

San Francisco stations and on the trains between those stations.

MuNi

In addition to BART, the city of San Francisco has its own transit authority, called MUNI (http://

www.sfmta.com/cms/home/sfmta.php). This runs buses, subways, street cars, and the famous San 

Francisco Cable Cars. MUNI fare is $2 per trip, with a transfer good for an hour and a half. Virtually all 

bus stops have a map of the city with route listings, making it quite straightforward to navigate your 

journey around the city.

The exception to the MUNI fare is the cable cars. As these are primarily a tourist destination rather than 

a commuter route, the fare to ride the cable car is $5 one way. If you plan to be in San Francisco for a 

few days and want to ride the cable car as well as taking other public transit, your best bet is probably 

to pick up a MUNI passport. More information on those is available here: http://www.sfmta.com/cms/

mfares/passports.htm - they are passes good for unlimited MUNI travel, including cable cars, for one, 

three, or seven days. A three-day pass is $13, so if you plan to take the cable car it pays for itself very 

quickly. Another option is a City Pass, which includes admission to numerous popular attractions and 

unlimited MUNI and cable car rides. 

If you do want to ride the cable car (and they are a lot of fun!), the lines can get very long. If you 

just want the cable car experience, try the California line. There is almost never a wait for this route, 

as it doesn’t travel to the popular destinations of the Powell/Mason or Powell/Hyde lines. More 

information on the cable cars is here: http://www.sfcablecar.com/

Where to stay

San Francisco gets a lot of tourists, and as a result has a lot of hotels and other accommodations. 

Although we haven’t stayed at all of these places before, we’ve done some research and feel pretty 

good about suggesting them. As always, do your own research before making a final commitment. 

We like Trip Advisor and Yelp for getting some additional opinions. Nobody paid us to say any of this!

The Night of Writing Dangerously is in the financial district of San Francisco. The great news about 

this area is that it’s a little less busy on the weekends, meaning you might be able to get some good 

deals if you’re only coming down for a couple of nights. If you’d rather stay in an area with a little 

more going on, the ballroom is only a 5 or 6 minute walk to the BART/MUNI station.

If you’re looking to travel on a budget, the Pacific Tradewinds Hostel is literally around the corner 

from the Julia Morgan Ballroom. It’s definitely hostel-style accommodations, but the reviews on 

TripAdvisor are generally excellent (http://www.tripadvisor.com/Hotel_Review-g60713-d265426-

Reviews-Pacific_Tradewinds_Hostel-San_Francisco_California.html) and you can’t beat the location.

If you’re looking for a more mid-market hotel, there’s a California chain of hotels called Joie de Vivre. 

(http://www.jdvhotels.com/) There’s quite a range in price among their various hotels, but there are 

some great deals to be had, especially in the November off-season. They also offer frequent sales 

and packages. (Some of which include free wine!) The Galleria Park Hotel (http://www.jdvhotels.
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com/hotels/sanfrancisco/galleria_park)is only a few blocks from the ballroom, and the literary-

themed Hotel Rex (http://www.jdvhotels.com/hotels/sanfrancisco/rex)is only a ten minute walk 

away. (I stayed here with my sister and had a very positive experience, so this one is a personal 

recommendation rather than research-based!) If you’re driving to the Write-a-thon, look into their 

parking packages - they can be a big money saver. The Hotel Rex is right by Union Square, a very 

central part of San Francisco with a ton of hotels and an easy trip to the ballroom, so check out that 

part of town if you’re looking for other hotel ideas.

If you’re looking to splurge, the Omni Hotel San Francisco (http://www.omnihotels.com/FindAHotel/

SanFrancisco.aspx) is directly across the street from the ballroom and is drop dead gorgeous. (If 

you are staying here and are looking for a roommate, you may find yourself with numerous offers!) If 

you’ve got a lot of frequent flyer miles that you’re looking to cash in on a hotel room, there is also a 

Hyatt just down the street. (http://sanfranciscoregency.hyatt.com/hyatt/hotels/index.jsp)

San Francisco has a ton of boutique hotels with a lot of personality, so there are some fun choices out there! 

If you’d rather split the tab, there will be a thread on the Write-a-thon forum for roommate matching.

thiNGs to Do

If you’re coming to town for several days, one option is to purchase a San Francisco City Pass. 

http://www.citypass.com/san-francisco It gets you a discounted admission to several of the major 

attractions in San Francisco. If you want to visit Alcatraz (and it’s great - the audio tour is excellent, 

and you can make a lot of Harry Potter jokes about Azkaban), you can get a special Alcatraz-

included version of the City Pass. Information about that is here. http://www.citypass.com/san-

francisco/alcatraz. It generally does pay to book ahead for Alcatraz - it’s a popular spot, though less 

so in November. For non-City Pass tickets, check out http://www.alcatrazcruises.com/.

Even if you don’t want the full pass, several things on the City Pass list are worth a look. The 

California Academy of Sciences (http://www.calacademy.org/) is newly remodelled and very 

interesting. It includes things like a living roof, a huge indoor rainforest, and penguins.(Visitors from 

Austin take note.) The Aquarium of the Bay (http://www.aquariumofthebay.org - the site makes noise, 

be warned) has a great touch pool (you can pet bat rays!) and a walk-through tube that gives you 

great views of the sharks and other creatures. The Exploratorium (http://www.exploratorium.edu/) is 

a great way to spend an afternoon, especially if the weather’s a bit iffy. If you have time, upgrading to 

the Tactile Dome entrance is well worth it.

If you don’t want to go to Alcatraz but would still like to get out on the water, the Blue and Gold Cruises 

(http://www.blueandgoldfleet.com/) will take you right under the Golden Gate Bridge. It’s great on a 

clear day, but it can get windy! And if you’d like a different perspective on the bridge, there are dozens 

of bike rental companies that will rent you a bike so you can ride across the Golden Gate Bridge. It’s a 

long ride, but it’s beautiful, and nobody judges you if you push your bike up the hills. (I’ve done it twice 

and I’m wildly out of shape and live in a flat city, so you can definitely manage it!)

Other interesting museums:  The Walt Disney Family Museum (http://disney.go.com/disneyatoz/

familymuseum/index.html) is a history of the man behind Disney. It’s tucked away in the Presidio 

in a very non-descript building, but is very interesting for Disney fans. (The working model of 

Disneyland is a particular highlight. Teeny spinning teacups!) The Oakland Museum of California 

(http://museumca.org/) has recently reopened after an extensive renovation, and it’s wonderful. In 

November, the museum is running an exhibit on Pixar. (If you’re really diehard, Pixar itself is located in 

Emeryville, also in the East Bay. They don’t give public tours but you can drive by the gates and gaze 

longingly.) The Oakland Museum of California is just across the bay and a quick BART ride away from 
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San Francisco, only one block from the Lake Merritt station.

For those of you who are Neil Gaiman fans, the San Francisco Playhouse is putting on Coraline the 

Musical as part of their season. Conveniently, it will be showing in November, and I know I’ll be seeing it. 

(http://www.sfplayhouse.org/season1011/season1011.php)

One of the most interesting literary nonprofits in the world got started in San Francisco, and you can 

check out their store at 826 Valencia. (http://www.826valencia.org/) What’s so special about a store? 

It’s entirely pirate-themed, and it’s pretty much the coolest store ever. It’s right down in the Mission, 

so you can visit it and then grab a burrito. 

 

Where to eat

One of the (many) great things about San Francisco is the sheer quantity of information available 

online. Because the Bay Area is so heavily tech-based, its inhabitants are incredibly web-savvy. As a 

result, sites like Yelp and Trip Advisor tend to have huge quantities of reviews for nearly everything.

This is especially true of food, because in addition to being techy, San Franciscans love to eat. There 

are so many restaurants in San Francisco that it can be overwhelming (and I’m not going to start 

listing them here or we’ll be here all night), but a quick search of Yelp for the type, price, and location 

you want will help narrow things down in a hurry.

Nearly everything in San Francisco is good, but there are a few particular specialties. Chinatown is 

worth visiting both for the food and the sights, and you’ll find great dim sum as well as the more 

standard Chinese food. Some of the best restaurants can look pretty dingy, so this is definitely a spot 

to use the internet for suggestions.

If you’re into Mexican food, try to get down to the Mission. There are taquerias every few steps 

in the Mission District, and the food is incredible. (Some of you may think you have had Mexican 

food. I thought I had too. Then I went to San Francisco. I know better now, and am ruined for eating 

anything masquerading as Mexican food at home.) Pretty much any local you ask will have a different 

suggestion for the best taqueria, but it’s hard to go wrong with a burrito and an agua fresca. If you’re 

in the Mission, one of San Francisco’s most popular spots is the Bi-Rite Creamery, a local dairy that 

makes their own ice cream. They have some amazing flavors–ask for samples, because you’ll be 

surprised what’s delicious! (Flavors change regularly, but some of my favorites include salted caramel, 

earl grey, and balsamic strawberry. All sound weird; all are amazing.)

North Beach has a ton of fabulous Italian restaurants, although keep in mind that we’re having Italian 

at the Night of Writing Dangerously! It’s a nice area of town, too, and not bad to get to on the bus.

The fish tends to be fresh and local, and there are hundreds of restaurants to choose from. A lot of tourists 

tend to stick to Fisherman’s Wharf and Union Square, and while there are some perfectly good restaurants 

in those areas, going a little outside the tourist zones can help you find some real San Francisco treasures.

If you are trying to make plans, many restaurants in town take reservations, and a great many of them 

take online reservations through OpenTable.com. Enter the neighborhood you’re eating in, the time 

you want to eat, and the number in your party, and Open Table will show you who has a reservation 

available. You can even get a reminder phone call.

Jen Arzt, Script Frenzy Program Director and foodie extraordinaire, has generously shared her 
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Google Map of the 2010 Big Eat: 100 things to eat in San Francisco before you die. The list is here 

(http://www.7x7.com/eat-drink/2010-big-eat-sf-100-things-try-you-die) and her map is here (http://

maps.google.com/maps/ms?ie=UTF8&hl=en&msa=0&msid=112454070808301913001.00048126cd5d3

cad2053b&z=8). Just ignore the color-coding; it’s Jen’s legend of which ones she’s eaten at.

What to Pack

People tend to hear California and immediately pack their shorts and sandals. This leads to dozens of 

shivering tourists looking miserable on the cable car and brisk sales of San Francisco fleece jackets 

all over town. San Francisco is in northern California, and is thus not the sunny skies and hot weather 

you might associate with California. (There are palm trees, though!) November can actually be quite 

warm, but it’s often rainy, moderately chilly, and above all else, foggy. 

The trick to dressing in San Francisco? Layers. This is extremely inconvenient for packing purposes when 

you have limited space, but it will give you some flexibility depending on what the weather decides to do. 

The weather can vary wildly in different parts of town thanks to the microclimates Regardless of where 

you’re from, bring an umbrella. If you bring it, you might not need it, but better safe than sorry.

and don’t forget your outfit for the Night of Writing Dangerously! It’s noir-themed, and we’ve seen 

some fabulous ensembles at the event. Costumes are not required, but they are fun! And the ballroom 

where the event is hosted is insanely gorgeous, so you’ll feel like a total movie star in your fancy duds.

the NiGht of WritiNG DaNGerousLy

The Night of Writing Dangerously is a one-of-a-kind event. Writers can sometimes be the introverted type, 

and especially for those coming from out of town, it can be a bit intimidating to attend this mysterious 

event. We want to keep some of the mystery going, but here’s a general idea of what to expect.

  •  amazing food and drinks: The Night of Writing Dangerously features a delicious buffet dinner, endless treats, 

a candy buffet, and a well-stocked open bar. Sunday is not the day for that all-you-can-eat lobster buffet!

  •  fabulous company: The room will be divided up into tables, and you’ll be free to find a spot. You will 

compete with your table in word wars and an evening-long word count challenge, which will give you lots 

to bond over very quickly! You’ll also have the chance to chat with all of the Office of Letters and Light staff.

  •  an unparalleled writing opportunity: You’ll have power for your laptop, wireless for that important 

research (or bragging to your friends about how much fun you’re having!), a room full of other 

writers, and the extra motivation of numerous word sprints, challenges, and more!

  •  tons of prizes: Not only will the top three fundraisers receive fabulous prizes, but there are door 

prizes galore, prizes for word sprint winners, victorious tables, and the writer who writes the most 

over the course of the evening. There will also be a beautiful tote bag on everyone’s chair, stuffed 

with the stunning Write-a-thon poster and a ton of other goodies.

  •  speeches, awards, and more: You’ll hear talks from Chris and Lindsey, see the victory lap of Wrimos who 

reach 50,000 words at the event, and mingle with 200 other novelists from all over the world, all while 

wearing fabulous clothes in a jaw-dropping ballroom. What more could you want from an evening?

I hope all of you will love San Francisco as much as I do. It’s a great city, and it’s also a perfect spot to 

spend a weekend – you don’t need a lot of time to fall in love with San Francisco.

If you have any questions, concerns, need advice, or want some specific restaurant recommendations, 

please email me! (sarah_mackey@lettersandlight.org) I love talking about my favorite city in the 

world, and if I don’t know the answer, I’ll find out for you. (I’ve got a lot of locals on speed dial.) Be 

sure to check out the Write-a-thon forum (http://www.nanowrimo.org/eng/forum/522) to find other 

out-of-towners, and get ready for an awesome weekend!
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