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It's a new world all around San Francisco. There's no better way to take it all in than via a bicycle tour of the city's outer edge. 

This classic, urban road-warrior bike adventure is accessible, yet challenging. Nearly continuous bike lanes grant 35-40 miles of stunning scenery around the circumference of town. 

The guiding principle is simple: Stick as close to the water's edge as possible. End up back where you started. 

For the most part, this yields a natural and obvious route. Yet this splendid daytrip is often overlooked, even by veteran Bay Area cyclists who too often view the city as a place from which to escape. 

San Francisco's coastline has been transformed in the past decade; it deserves a fresh look. Changes include removal of the hated Embarcadero Freeway, a construction boom downtown and South of Market, a reworked Crissy Field and Golden Gate Promenade, a gussied-up Great Highway, a blossoming medical-sciences campus at Mission Bay, and the new ballpark at China Basin. 

There are some downers, including occasional brushes with fast traffic. But any experienced road rider should be able to handle this trip with ease. 

If necessary, the route can be easily cut short. Just bring BART fare, or hail a cab, or check with MUNI for lines that accommodate bikes. One option is skipping the less-scenic southern part of town and going straight back from Ocean Beach through Golden Gate Park -- eliminating our recommended west-to- east return route across town via Geneva Avenue. Or, you could choose to follow the 30-mile "City Loop," a scenic tour presented in the indispensable "San Francisco Bike Map and Walking Guide" (at bike shops and bookstores). 

But our recommended approach is a counterclockwise circuit of the whole city, including not just the tourist-drenched downtown and Golden Gate stretches, but also the grittier, industrial parts of town. 

Chronicle photographer Michael Maloney and I set out at 9:30 a.m. on a recent bright, sunny Thursday. We easily completed the full runaround, including a quick lunch, by 2:30 p.m. Michael, a competitive cyclist, could have finished much sooner. I have done it alone several times, taking from near dawn to dusk. I imagine out-of-towners, equipped with hotel accommodations, could stretch it over a weekend. 

We started and ended at the historic Ferry Building, itself now under renovation. You may feel tempted to light out fast from here. But it's worthwhile to dawdle along, visiting the fisherfolks, seagulls, lovers and other optimists. 

Then it's up and around the clogged commercial waterfront, past magnificent old warehouse facades. At Pier 19, giant palm trees now frame your view of Coit Tower. 

The designated bike path follows North Point to the west. However, we continued north a few more blocks to Jefferson -- another potential bike route, now under discussion. Be bold, claim a lane and stay with the traffic. Skinny-tire types: Watch out for those light-rail tracks! 

A right on Taylor at Fisherman's Wharf gets you to Pier 45, where you can tour the World War II-era USS Pampanito submarine and SS Jeremiah O'Brien, the famed Liberty Ship that returned to Normandy in 1994 to mark the 50th anniversary of D-Day. 

Continue past Hyde on Jefferson as classic views of the Golden Gate Bridge open up. Beyond the pier, a steep little hill deposits you above Fort Mason. Here, historic markers depict the scene in 1918, and also show how things looked during the big troop movements of World War II. 

The regular route bends around a grassy hill. But, like Walt Whitman, we want to be facing west from California's shore. So head out the bike- pedestrian lane past the Marina Green and Crissy Field. 

Fort Point lies just ahead, hard by the eastern flank of the bridge. It's a truly striking setting no matter how many times you've been here. It's also the focal point of a San Francisco waterfront tradition: weekly gatherings of the "Fort Point Gang" of mostly retired union stalwarts, political progressives and even a few Spanish Civil War survivors. 

Everything seems to lean to the left around here, even the wooden benches whose bronze plaques memorialize labor heroes and waterfront leaders, including the likes of Frank Jones, charter member of the National Maritime Union; A.C. Richmond, ''editor, humanist, teacher, friend;" and Louis Goldblatt, longtime secretary-treasurer of the ILWU. 

Backtrack a few hundred yards and carry your bike up wooden stairs leading to Vista Point. A side-spin across the Golden Gate is an option, or just make your way through the tunnel across to the west side of the highway. 

You soon find yourself on El Camino del Mar, enjoying a tour of the splendid homes of Seacliff. Go west on Clement and it's a fast (and potentially hazardous) dash to the beach past the Cliff House -- another landmark due for renovations. Watch out for the cars backing out of the 90- degree parking spots along the downhill run. 

We headed down the pedestrian bike lane that runs along the east side of the Great Highway. The Beach Chalet, once known as a rowdy roadhouse, is now a sparkling restaurant and bar. On the bottom floor, you can find famous WPA murals (and public restrooms.) 

Past Ocean Beach, cross over to Fort Funston. Dogs by the dozen seem to occupy the entrance to paved paths that wind among the dunes. The first stretch here is a little uphill climb on a soft surface, which may require a bit of walking. 

A compact web of trails loops around and eventually dumps you back on the main roadway. Continuing south, it's easy to keep going past Lake Merced, all the way to Daly City. Instead, take a left on John Muir Drive or, better yet, the bucolic road that winds through the Olympic Country Club. 

The route can get a little tricky around here, and not too pleasant, but the tough part ends quickly. Your goal is to pick your way uphill toward the marked bike lanes of Alemany and the top of the Geneva Avenue hill. Once past a couple stoplights, it's a blast sailing down to Bayshore. 

Another left, then it's right on Tunnel to Beatty and a pleasant winding tour of the Candlestick Park perimeter. You may feel an urge to hightail it up to Third Street and back downtown. Instead, idle a while down the lovely, uncrowded lanes of Candlestick Point State Recreation Area. 

Fearless explorers can sample the gritty urban scenes of Bayview-Hunters Point, an area seldom visited by anyone with tourist maps in hand. Unfortunately, you still can't get around the abandoned shipyard waterfront, although one can sense big changes in access will come soon. 

A metal bridge on Third Street crosses a narrow channel at Napoleon. Here, you can skip the usual dust and traffic going northbound on Third Street in favor of Illinois, just one block to the east. At 24th Street, turn out to the bay and loop around the hidden little shoreline park, sandwiched between the graffiti-strewn carcasses of old Muni streetcars and heavy construction equipment. Beware: This park does not seem to be maintained. Traffic is typically light on Illinois, but the trucks are big and old rail lines crisscross the pavement, so be careful. 

Bear to the right and follow Terry A. Francois along the bay. The street is newly rerouted through the new UCSF Mission Bay complex. Here construction crews are likely to be hard at it, but there's a well-marked bike lane all the way. The upper deck seats at Pacific Bell Park now come into view, framed by the Lefty O'Doul Bridge and a pair of sheds at Pier 48. You end up back at Third at McCovey Cove. Cross the bridge, and you're at the home of the Giants. 

For the saddlesore, the quickest way to end it is to go around Willie Mays Plaza to King Street. A marked bike lane deposits you back on the Embarcadero. Then it's a breeze up to the Ferry Building. 

But if you still have oomph and time left, go up along the walkway just past the bridge. Noodle your way around the back of the ballpark along the cove. A glistening-white walkway takes you out to a new ferry landing. 

If there's a game on, and you can snare a ticket, check in your bike for free at the guarded indoor parking facility and walk in like you own the place. 

Or just linger a moment at the monument to the San Francisco Seals, pioneers of West Coast professional baseball, and consider how much has changed since the glory days of O'Doul. 
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