
A CREATIVE'S 
TRAVEL GUIDE 
TO SAN DIEGO

One Photographer's Take on America's Finest City



SAN DIEGO

 
San Diego is known for its beautiful beaches 
and excellent weather, but for those looking 
to go beyond the beach, this guide is for you. 
Whether you are an Instagrammer, an 
architecture junkie, a coffee addict, a foodie, 
or some mix of all of the above, I'll take you to 
some of my favorite spots in this city by the 
sea. In this guide, we'll cover the best of San 
Diego's architecture, independent shops, 
cafes, and restaurants, all seen through the 
lens of a photographer. And because it is so 
gorgeous, I'll also share my favorite locations 
to take in the coastline.
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BALBOA PARK

Do you want to come to San Diego but be 
transported to another time and place for a few 
hours? Then Balboa Park should be at the top of your 
must-see list. The 1915 Panama-California 
Exposition is to thank for much of the park's iconic 
architecture. The style of the buildings is referred to 
as Spanish Colonial Revival - a combination of the 
Spanish Revival, Spanish Colonial, and Mission 
Revival styles popular at the time. Balboa is also 
home to 17 museums and an array of local 
vegetation, which can be seen in the beautiful 
botanical building, the rose garden at the east end, 
and in the old cactus garden. In the spring, stop by 
the Japanese Friendship Garden to see the cherry 
blossoms in bloom.
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"A research facility is on the list of San Diego travel 
highlights?" you ask. Yes, and after one step into the 
travertine courtyard, you will know why.
 

THE SALK INSTITUTE
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I could go on and on about the partnership of Jonas Salk 
(of polio vaccination fame) and architect Louis Kahn - 
their vision, the technique, the materials - but I'll spare 
you. Just go, sit, and take in the beauty. It is one of the 
most peaceful and inspiring places in San Diego and 
absolutely should not be missed.



VICTORIAN BEAUTY

Are you surprised to learn that San Diego is home to 
many pristine examples of Victorian architecture? I 
certainly was. But one look at the Hotel Del Coronado 
and there's no doubt that the early residents of the 
area liked their asymmetrical facades, elaborate 
gables, monumental chimneys, and beautiful porches. 
And while Coronado may have the queen of the 
Queen Anne styles, I think my neighborhood, Bankers 
Hill, has the most beautiful examples of these homes 
in the city. Three of the finest include the Timken 
mansion at the corner of First and Laurel, the Britt 
House (now the Britt-Scripps Manor) at the corner of 
Fourth and Maple, and the Long-Waterman House at 
the corner of First and Kalmia. All three date from the 
late 19th century.
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NEIGHBORHOOD 
CHARM

Ask any San Diegan about their favorite 
neighborhood in the city, and you will hear a strong, 
and different, opinion from each. I believe that a 
neighborhood's charm is made up of its people, its 
local businesses, and - for an architecture lover like 
me - its homes, and three areas of San Diego shine in 
the residential architecture area: Coronado for its 
well-parked vintage cars in front of pretty facades, 
La Jolla (near Windansea Beach) for its European-
inspired style, and South Park and Burlingame for all 
those glorious Craftsman homes. 
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So when I feel the need to chase some facades, I get in 
my car and head to these streets.
 
Coronado
Olive Avenue (near 10th Street)
A Avenue (near 5th Street)
Margarita Avenue (near 6th Street)
Alameda Boulevard (near 9th Street)
 
La Jolla:
Olivetas Avenue (near Arenas Street)
Fern Glen (near Monte Vista Avenue)
 
South Park & Burlingame
Granada Avenue (between A and Beech Street)
Maple Street (near Laurel Street)
Note that the South Park historic district is bounded by 
28th Street to the west, Elm Street to the north, 31st Street 
to the east, and A Street to the south. The entire Burlingame 
neighborhood is a designated historic district.
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NEIGHBORHOOD 
CHARM



INDEPENDENT SHOPS

Whenever anyone asks me for San Diego recommendations, I'm 
always sure to include a few of my favorite independent shops. 
Everyone needs a souvenir, and while you won't find a cheesy magnet 
of the San Diego skyline at any of these, you will find a beautiful 
aesthetic, well curated items, and the friendliest staffs. Here are my 
top five:
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01
Pigment

Pigment is a well known 
destination for all things 
plants, party, and pretty. You 
can't miss the iconic pink wall 
and adjacent living plant 
installation at the North Park 
location, and the Liberty 
Station location is a bright 
and airy treat for the eyes.

04
thread + seed

Clean beauty products are 
the star of the show in this 
beautiful Bankers Hill 
boutique, but the minimal 
homewares are the perfect 
gifts for your favorite friend - 
or, if we're being honest, for 
yourself.

03
Gold Leaf

Owner Sonya curates the 
ideal bohemian lifestyle in 
this gorgeous South Park 
shop. Think inspiring 
products for your home, for 
yourself, and for the little 
ones in your life.

02
en concordia

Plant people, food and drink 
lovers, and clean beauty 
fanatics - en concordia has 
something for everyone 
inside a beautifully styled 
shop. Be sure to go to one of 
owner Theresa's monthly 
gatherings where she shares 
her deep knowledge on each 
of these topics.

05
Moniker General

Moniker features a highly 
curated selection of items 
that focus on form as much 
as function.  They regularly 
partner with businesses to 
showcase specialized and 
irresistable products. 



INDEPENDENT SHOPS
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COFFEE CULTURE

I fell hard for the fantastic coffee scene in San Diego. It has officially turned me into 
a caffeine snob. Can you blame me? Not only are the drinks impeccably well made, 
but the designs of these cafes are top-notch, which has the added benefit of making 
them highly photogenic (and highly Instagrammable).

COMMUNAL COFFEE

COMMUNAL COFFEE (AGAIN)

COAVA COFFEE

North Park Location

2335 University Avenue

South Park Location

2221 Fern Street

 

400 West Broadway
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Highlights:  Only in San Diego can you open an outdoor cafe 
and expect for it to rarely be closed on account of weather.  
Communal's second location in South Park is a fun nod to our 
beautiful weather and unique Southern Californian style.

Highlights:  Coava is relatively new to the San Diego coffee 
scene but an old favorite - for good reason - in the Pacific 
Northwest. They take their coffee seriously there, much to 
our benefit, and the black paint & wood accents in the shop 
will make you want to stay and savor their lovely craft and 
quite possibly go back for seconds.

Highlights:  The original Communal Coffee is a coffee shop 
after my own heart, because not only does it serve caffeine-
done-right, but it also shares its space with a lovely flower 
and gift shop, Native Poppy. The combination absolutely 
can't be beat.



COFFEE CULTURE

CAFE BASSAM

COPA VIDA

COFFEE & TEA COLLECTIVE

3088 5th Avenue

 

East Village Location

905 J. Street

East Village Location

631 9th Avenue
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Highlights: A true Bankers Hill icon, Cafe Bassam serves some 
of the best coffee in the city, and its eclectic interior is a feast 
for the eyes. There's a reason why it feels like you are 
enjoying your latte in an antique shop - because you are. The 
cafe started as a store, and after customers raved about the 
coffee they were served while they shopped, the owners 
opened up the cafe, and we're all lucky they did.

Highlights:  Copa Vida is a bright and modern space in the 
bustling East Village. Their coffee is as strong as their 
aesthetic, so don't let your beautiful surroundings distract 
you: these guys know their brew.

Highlights:  The mix of materials is what struck me first about 
this space. Just look at the rough concrete, textured walls, wood 
benches, and lucite furniture. Once you stop gawking at the 
design, sit and enjoy a great coffee.  And what's particularly 
great here is the people watching: its large doors open out to 
the street.



COFFEE CULTURE

MONIKER COFFEE CO

HOLSEM COFFEE

THE WESTBEAN COFFEE ROASTERS

2860 Sims Road

2911 University Avenue

Bankers Hill Location

Corner of Laurel and 4th Avenue

S A N  D I E G O  |  T R A V E L  G U I D E

Highlights:  Not only does Moniker have a great shop, they 
serve great coffee, too. My bar for an excellent flat white is 
one that is the perfect temperature, creamy and strong, yet 
drinkable straight from the cup without a grain of sugar in it. 
Their coffee exceeds that standard and keeps me coming back 
for more. And can we talk about those tiles?

Highlights:   Holsem feels like a coffee shop that you might 
find in the heart of a much bigger city. It's bustling, but 
quiet, with most people working away on their various 
devices with headphones in and the world tuned out. But 
there are also small tables of two or three - friends catching 
up, colleagues taking a break. Holsem takes the laid back 
nature of San Diego and elevates it in this modern coffee 
destination.

Highlights:  WestBean is my local coffee shop and a frequent 
stop of mine on my way home from school drop off. I find that I 
never go wrong with their classic flat white and a breakfast 
sandwich. Trust me, whatever you do, get the breakfast 
sandwich. It's one of those things that once you know about, you 
won't forget.



COFFEE CULTURE

BETTER BUZZ COFFEE

JAMES COFFEE CO.

DARK HORSE COFFEE ROASTERS

Hillcrest Location

801 University Avenue

Little Italy Location

2355 India Street
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Highlights:  Better Buzz is a staple of the San Diego coffee 
scene, and its popularity is evident in the line that is routinely 
out the door of the large flagship Hillcrest location. If you like 
your coffee and toast with a side of style, then you'll agree 
that Life's Better Buzzed.

Highlights:  Like many other San Diego coffee shops, James 
has several locations. I like this Little Italy spot for its mix of 
retail space. Stop in, order a cup, play a game of chess or 
checkers, and get your shopping on.

Highlights:  Dark Horse routinely wins the best coffee award 
from critics and readers of San Diego Magazine, and it is for 
good reason. The focus here is 100% coffee, and it is reflected in 
their brew. If you are serious about your coffee - and want it 
paired with a delicious donut - Dark Horse is for you.

Golden Hill Location

811 25th Street



THE DINING & DRINKING SCENE

San Diego is a food city. A serious food city. And we like our drinks, too. Providing a 
comprehensive list of the best restaurants and cocktail spots would be too big an 
undertaking for this guide, so what follows are a few of my go-to spots - the ones 
that I send my friends and family and strangers to, again and again. And I particularly 
love that they pair beautiful aesthetics with a beautiful experience.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD GEM

LUNCH WITH FRIENDS

WHEN YOU NEED YOUR PASTA FIX

Bankers Hill Bar and Restaurant

2202 4th Avenue

 

Brooklyn Girl Eatery

4033 Goldfinch Street

Cucina Urbana

505 Laurel Street
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Highlights: My neighborhood bias comes across every now and 
then in this guide, and as a Bankers Hill resident, I routinely 
recommend this spot, especially for their weekend brunch. The 
service is always lovely (you routinely overhear servers 
recognizing their regular customers), and their bar is a favorite 
late night destination.

Highlights: Everyone needs a go-to lunch spot, and this is mine. 
The menu is varied and the space is picture perfect. And when I 
said "lunch," I also meant brunch and date night dinners. Sorry, I 
think I was distracted by all the pretty design elements in here.

Highlights:  Everything. They know what they are doing with 
Italian food here. Think modern pasta dishes, wood-fired pizza, 
and a great wine selection. I get the bucatini every single time, 
but I always try my dining companions' choices and have never 
been disappointed. 



THE DINING & DRINKING SCENE

THE BEST TACOS IN TOWN

WHEN ONLY COMFORT FOOD WILL DO

WHEN EVERYONE WANTS 
SOMETHING DIFFERENT
 

Salud Barrio Logan

2196 Logan Avenue

Jayne's Gastropub

4677 30th Street

Liberty Public Market

2820 Historic Decatur Road

Highlights:  There's something for everyone. Liberty Public 
Market is home to around 30 vendors, selling everything from 
cupcakes to empanadas, ceviche to brisket. And the communal 
food hall is a fun spot to bring your food and pair it with a drink 
from the bar.

Highlights:  Well, the tacos, clearly. It's a bold move to declare 
that a place has the best tacos in a taco town like San Diego, but 
I have staked my claim here. The carnitas taco is the best I've 
ever had. And their margarita makes a delicious complement.

Highlights:  As a former resident of England, I love modern pub 
food done well. And they do it well at Jayne's. The dining room is 
intimate and cozy, and the patio is one of the top al fresco dining 
choices in the city.
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THE DINING & DRINKING SCENE

I'M ON A SEAFOOD DIET

COME FOR BREAKFAST, STAY FOR 
LUNCH, AND RETURN FOR DINNER

WHERE HEALTHY EATING 
LOOKS PRETTY TOO

Herb & Eatery

2210 Kettner Boulevard

Cafe Gratitude

1980 Kettner Boulevard

Ironside Fish & Oyster

1654 India Street

Highlights:  If you don't think you're keen on vegan, you should 
still give Cafe Gratitude a try. Their diverse and delicious menu 
will have you forgetting about the v-word after your first bite. 
And if you are vegan (or on a restricted diet), you will be thrilled 
with the options you find in this beautiful spot.

Highlights:  As the title indicates, you can't go wrong with 
anything in this fantastic Little Italy spot. Not only do they feed 
you well, but they also help you keep your pantry and wine 
cabinet well stocked. Be sure not to leave without getting a 
chocolate chip sea salt cookie. Trust me.

Highlights:  First off, the design of this restaurant is going to 
knock you on the floor. There is so much to love. (Find the 
piranha heads if you dare.) Once you recover, pick your favorite 
dish and enjoy. There are also several non-seafood options on 
the menu if that's your preference.
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THE DINING & DRINKING SCENE

DATE NIGHT COCKTAILS

BECAUSE COCKTAIL HOUR 
SHOULD BE FUN

WHEN DAY DRINKING IS CALLED FOR

Nolita Hall

2305 India Street

You & Yours Distilling Co.

1495 G. Street

Polite Provisions

4696 30th Street

 

Highlights:  Featuring tall ceilings and a bright, open design, 
Nolita Hall is the classiest place to watch sports in town.

Highlights:  As a tasting room, all the alcoholic components of 
the cocktails at You & Yours must be made on site, so expect 
some fun variations on classic mixes. They specialize in gin and 
vodka and a pretty design to boot.

Highlights:  The apothecary style, the drinks on tap, and an 
extensive - and creative - cocktail list. 
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THE SEASIDE

Last, but certainly not least, let's go to the ocean. 
I'll let the images do the talking here.
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Sunset Cliffs, Point Loma



Pacific Beach Pier
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Hotel Del Coronado, Coronado Beach Torrey Pines State Beach



 

I am a freelance travel and lifestyle photographer, traveling the world 
with my husband and daughter. In the past eleven years, we have called 
five different cities home and are on to our sixth (Newport, Rhode 
Island) in 2019.
 
Before leaving the west coast, I wanted to document what I have come 
to love so much about San Diego. I certainly appreciate the beauty of 
the coastline, but it is the architecture, neighborhoods, and local 
businesses that have made this city feel like home to me. 
 
Additionally, as an Instagrammer, I am drawn to a certain aesthetic, 
and when I travel, Instagram and Pinterest are my go-to sites to find 
that aesthetic in the cities that I visit. It is my hope that this guide 
provides a (relatively) comprehensive roadmap for likeminded 
travelers and perhaps highlights new experiences to those already 
familiar with San Diego.
 
www.shannonhammondphotography.com
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ABOUT SHANNON HAMMOND


