
Big Sur: Sample Audio Script 
 

Carmel Start 

Hello and welcome to your Gypsy Guide tour of beautiful Big Sur! Before we get started, let me 

explain how I work. As we drive, I’ll come on automatically, and tell us about things that are 

coming up or share stories with you. All you have to do is enjoy the scenery and decide which 

places you’d like to stop at. 

Now, here are a few tips to improve your trip along Highway 1. First, take your time and 

be ready to stop frequently. There are a lot of scenic turnouts, hiking trails, state parks and 

beaches. I’m going to point out all the can’t miss sights and the local secrets as we go. 

However, because there are so many vista points and beaches, we’re not going to stop at every 

pullout – we would never get to our destination! That said, whenever you see that perfect photo 

opportunity of the Pacific, don’t hesitate to pull over, even if it’s not a recommended stop. 

Second, you won’t have cell service for much of this drive, so if you want to load any 

maps or make any important calls, make sure you do it now. To be clear, the GPS system that 

activates this tour will still work. 

Third, make sure you have cash. Many state parks and beaches are about $10 a vehicle 

and not all parks accept credit cards. However, if you walk into a park on foot there is no 

admission. 

Last, but not least: we’re in very good company along this particular stretch of road. The 

Big Sur coastline sees roughly five million visitors each year, including some who are on 

bicycles. And that means we’ll need to pack our patience. Many of the turnouts and points along 

the way are popular for good reason, and we may need to wait for a parking spot or watch for 

cyclists and pedestrians. 



Our first possible stop, Point Lobos, is just ahead. Point Lobos is very popular – you 

might see sea lions and otters, and at the very least you’ll get a first taste of the rugged Big Sur 

coast. There’s even a historic whaler’s museum. But because parking is limited, it’s likely you’ll 

need to park along the road and walk all the way to the shore. All told, in order to make it worth 

your while, you should expect to spend at least one hour here. If that sounds like too much time 

and you’re eager to hit the road, then keep driving – there are plenty of other places to admire 

the coast on the way. The entrance is just ahead on the right. 

[2min36] 

 

Highway 1 History 

As we wind around Big Sur’s hairpin turns and precipitous seaside cliffs, you may be wondering 

how such a spectacularly improbable road came into existence.  

Highway 1 stretches for 644 miles from the beaches of Los Angeles, across the Golden 

Gate Bridge, to the dense stands of redwoods in northern California. Along the way it crosses 

some pretty inhospitable terrain, including seismic fault lines, landslide areas, deep canyons 

and protected wetlands. As we’ll see soon enough, maintaining such a road is not easy. So why 

was it built, anyway? 

As the story goes, John L. D. Roberts, a physician from New York, was credited as the 

first surveyor of the inaccessible swathe of land between San Simeon and Carmel. As the 

resident rural doctor, Roberts would ride on horseback throughout the region to treat his 

patients. One day in 1894, he found himself on a grueling four-hour journey to Point Sur where 

a shipwreck had occurred. As he traveled the route, he considered how much easier access 

would be for the communities living along the Big Sur coast if there was a road. What’s more, 

the spectacular scenery here, which he considered to be a national treasure, would also 

become accessible to all.  



In 1897, over the course of just five days, Roberts walked on foot from Carmel to San 

Luis Obispo, mapping a route for a road. Although he underestimated the budget by a whopping 

8.9 million dollars, Roberts was instrumental in convincing a California senator of the need for 

the road.  

Fast forward to 1922, when construction finally began on this section of Highway 1. It 

was no simple feat. It would take an estimated 70,000 pounds of dynamite to remove over 10 

million cubic yards of granite, marble and sandstone. Convicts from the infamous San Quentin 

prison were the primary source of labor; they were promised reduced sentences if they carried 

out the most backbreaking and dangerous jobs. Over thirty bridges were built over the course of 

fourteen years, and finally, in 1934, convict laborers coming from both directions were able to 

join their two sections together, although it wouldn’t be until 1937 that the road would officially 

open. 

The stretch of road between San Simeon and Carmel is officially known as the Cabrillo 

Highway, after Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, who was the first European to explore the California 

coast in 1542. Elsewhere in the state Highway 1 is known as the Pacific Coast Highway or the 

Shoreline Highway.  

Over the years the road has also seen its fair share of damage. Highway 1 is always 

susceptible to landslides – nearly every winter brings at least minor temporary closures, but 

recent years have brought traffic along this stretch to a standstill in much more dramatic fashion. 

We’ll be chatting about this topic in a bit.  

[3min] 

 

Redwoods 

By now you will have noticed the dramatic change in the scenery that surrounds us. Gone is the 

arid chaparral and low lying coastal sage through which we have been driving. This low 

growing, open vegetation has been replaced by its polar opposite – the mighty redwood!  



Coastal redwood trees are the tallest organisms on the planet, with specimens in northern 

California growing over 350 feet tall. Big Sur is the southern edge of their habitat, and because 

the weather is warmer and drier here, the trees only grow up to 250 feet tall – so if you were to 

take an elevator to the top of one, it would be almost 25 floors up! Coastal redwoods are part of 

a subfamily of trees known as Sequoias.  

In addition to the coastal redwoods you see here, there are also giant sequoias, which 

are the most massive trees on the planet, with trunks that reach up to 26 feet in diameter. Giant 

sequoias grow inland, and are only found on the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada mountain 

range in California.   

A third type of sequoia is the dawn redwood, which grows in central China. All three 

species are not just tall, they are also among the oldest living trees on the planet. Many coastal 

redwoods grow to be well over 1000 years old; the oldest is believed to be about 1600 years 

old. Giant sequoias, meanwhile, grow even older – one grove in Sequoia National Monument is 

estimated to be 3500 years old!  

Redwoods are uniquely adapted for the climate along California’s coast. They have 

three distinct characteristics that help them flourish: the first is thick bark, which helps them 

survive fires. When you look at older trees, sometimes you can see burn scars and hollows on 

the lower parts of their trunks. Early settlers in California actually used these hollows as coops 

for chickens and geese!  

The second characteristic that helps redwoods survive is their root system. It should 

come as no surprise that a tree as big as a redwood needs a lot of water to grow. As such, you’ll 

often find them growing in drainages and along creeks, where seasonal runoff will drown other 

trees. Because redwoods have a shallow root system that can regenerate after flooding, they 

are able to live in wet areas.  

The final trick that redwoods use to thrive in this climate? Fog. During the summer, these 

trees can absorb half of the water they need through fog. Part of this comes from the fog adding 



moisture directly to the soil, but redwoods are also able to absorb water directly through their 

leaves. 

[2min48] 

 

Bixby Bridge 

Although Bixby Bridge may be just one of 32 bridges along this stretch of Highway 1, it’s 

certainly the most recognizable: in addition to its massive popularity on Instagram, you may 

have seen it featured in any number of car commercials. With a graceful white span backed by 

the rolling coastal mountains and fronted by sheer cliffs dropping into the sea, it’s not hard to 

understand why this is such a photogenic spot.  

Completed in 1932, Bixby is like several of the Big Sur bridges: a single-span bridge 

made out of concrete. Engineers chose concrete over steel for the simple reason that the salt 

air would mean a steel bridge would require constant maintenance.   

What sets Bixby apart from other bridges that you’ll cross is its size: this is one of the 

tallest single-span bridges in the world, rising to a height of 280 feet above the canyon floor. 

Construction took just over one year: first an enormous timber framework had to be built 

beneath where the arch now stands, in order to provide support during construction. Then an 

astounding 45,000 sacks of cement had to be brought in in order to mix the concrete, which was 

poured into place using a complicated system of slings and pulleys. 

Bixby Canyon is also a cultural landmark of sorts – the co-founder of San Francisco’s 

famous City Lights bookstore, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, had a cabin here, which he lent to the Beat 

generation writer Jack Kerouac around 1960. At the time, Kerouac was wrestling with 

alcoholism and the sudden fame of his novels On the Road and The Dharma Bums. His 1962 

novel Big Sur details the time he spent in Bixby Canyon, which ultimately led not to the peace 

he was seeking, but instead culminated in a nervous breakdown, reflected in his dramatic 

descriptions of the Big Sur landscape.  



One of the more memorable passages in the novel describes his terror the first time he 

walks down the precipitous cliff side to the cabin in the dark, only to wake up in the morning to 

the sight of a car that had driven off the bridge a decade prior and lay shattered upside-down on 

the canyon floor.  

Drama aside, Bixby Bridge is certainly one of the highlights as you make your way along 

the coast. Unfortunately, it is no secret –  you should be prepared for parking hassles and even 

traffic that is sometimes backed up well in advance of the bridge.  

While most tourists will pull into one of the parking spots on the ocean side of the 

highway on the north side of the bridge, I highly recommend turning inland onto the dirt road 

labeled with a small street sign that reads “Coast Road.” Along the road, you’ll find more places 

to pull over, and you’ll also catch what I consider the Bixby Bridge’s best side – the east side of 

the structure with the ocean in the distance. Note that if you do this, please park in a spot that 

leaves enough room for other cars to pass. 

Finally, if getting a parking spot looks like mission impossible, you can always cross the 

bridge and pull over at our next stop, Hurricane Point, which provides distant views of the bridge 

one mile to the south.  

[3min6sec]  

 

Condors 

If you had to guess what the largest bird in North America was, what would you say? The 

golden eagle? The trumpeter swan? Although both of those birds are impressively large, neither 

comes close to matching the size of the California condor, whose wing span can reach an 

astonishing ten feet in length. For comparison, imagine you’re standing next to Lebron James, 

and he stretches out his arms. From tip to tip, his wingspan is only seven feet. That’s right, the 

condor is even longer than pro basketball players! Though I should note that a condor only 

weighs about 26 pounds, which is considerably less than you and me.   



 The central California coast is prime condor habitat, and these big birds are easy to 

recognize if you’re close enough. Condors are a member of the vulture family, and their most 

distinguishing feature is the head, which is, if we’re being nice, pretty ugly. Unlike the bald 

eagle, condors really are bald – they have no feathers on either their neck or head, which are 

instead both distinctly colored. The head is a pale yellow, with a hook-like beak that looks like 

it’s straight out of the Jurassic. The neck, meanwhile is wrinkly and pink or orange, and ends at 

its base with a bunch of feathers that looks like a tufted scarf. 

 When a condor is flying overhead, you may be able to see the bald head – if not, you’ll 

certainly be able to see the finger like wingtips, and perhaps the bright white markings on the 

underside of the wing. However, condors can soar up to an amazing altitude of 15,000 feet 

above sea level – in which case you may not see them at all, or if you do, you might mistake 

them for a small airplane!  

 The condor has attracted considerable attention recently because it almost went extinct 

because of poaching and lead poisoning from the bullets hunters use to shoot deer. In 1987, 

there were only 22 birds left in the world, at which point all were taken into captivity in order to 

carry out a recovery plan. In what is a true success story, captive breeding and reintroduction 

into the wild has worked, and today there are some 450 condors, with two main populations in 

North America: one along the California coast, and another north of the Grand Canyon in 

Arizona.  

[2min33] 

 


