Hiker Heaven 
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Eyes Right

San Diego, CA   -  A stiff, fresh sea breeze blew into our faces as we peered at the setting sun over the Pacific.  Hundreds of surfers in wet suits were floating on the swells just off the coastline waiting for that elusive perfect wave.  Sea birds flitted about, alternating between furious flapping and lazy gliding.  It was a typical late afternoon on Sunset Cliffs.  
We were hiking along the pathway running along the cliff’s edge from the south end of Ocean Beach to the end of Ballast Point.  There are few more scenic walks in America.  The Pacific has carved, and continues to carve, magnificent sculptures in the sand and rock cliffs rising from the juncture of ocean and land along the coast.  There are tunnels, arches, sheer cliffs, curiously shaped jetties, amidst small segments of sandy beach.  At least every 100 yards there is a new, entirely different vista worthy of its own postcard.  

Some segments of the walkway along the cliff’s edge have surrendered to the forces of nature and collapsed onto the rocks below. These areas are marked off with tape warning of the danger of entry, but there is no enforcement.  Apparently if you choose to live dangerously, you are free to go for it.  Surfers come and go via very steep, sandy paths to the water below.  It is difficult to determine which is more dangerous for them, the climb down to the ocean, or the surf itself.  On several overlooks, there are concrete benches inscribed with names of surfers who have died while confronting the waves offshore.

Our afternoon on Sunset Cliffs has been but one of the many memorable hiking adventures we have enjoyed in the San Diego area.   If you love to absorb the wonders of the outdoors, this is nirvana.  Just 20 minutes north of downtown, we spent a lovely March afternoon hiking Los Penasquitos Canyon.  It is an 8 mile hike through a wide canyon to a beautiful waterfall.  The trail is multi-use and is heavily used on weekends by hikers, horses, and bicyclists.  But the air is fresh, the wildlife is abundant, and one quickly forgets that there are million dollar homes on the top of the canyon walls above.
There are a multitude of guide books available to assist in finding a trail appropriate to your needs.  Each offers a slightly different perspective on hiking, usually from the personal experiences of the author on that given trail.  For example, Pacific Peaks and Picnics by Linda McMillan Pyle not only describes a multitude of day hikes in the region, but also provides separate recipes for each, if you are inclined to cook before you hike.  Another handy reference is Best Easy Day Hikes by Sean O’Brien.  My personal favorite is 60 Hikes within 60 Miles by Sheri McGregor.  I have completed six of her suggested hikes and have not been disappointed by any.

The beauty of hiking in and around San Diego is the incredible variation of topography and climate.  We have worn windbreakers while walking among skateboarders and bicyclists along the Pacific Beach boardwalk under grey morning overcast due to the marine layer before climbing isolated canyon trails in the desert with 95 degree sunshine baking everything around us later that same day. All of this variation is within one county!
So pack your hiking boots and SPF-50 for a visit to hiking heaven.  Your mind and body will be extremely grateful.
I thought you might like to know.
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