San Diego   May 27 – June 9, 2008

This is actually the 2nd attempt at a San Diego vacation… The 1st one  got cancelled the day before our scheduled flight! … long story.

The good news was – Air Miles and the San Diego Go Card both give you a year to try again, no charge. So, take two…
There are a lot of links to tourist information in the blog below, and some photos that I inserted. 
For photos of Balboa Park and the San Diego Zoo, CLICK HERE.
Photos of Old Town, downtown and Coronado are here.

Photos of La Jolla & the Birch Aquarium are here.

The Chula Vista Nature Centre and Mission Beach photos.

Wild Animal Park & Santa Ana
Bahá’í Centre and Old Town
We had just carry-on luggage which allowed us to take an earlier connecting flight that we asked about in Seattle – 2hrs 40 minutes later we were there. We settled at our home exchange on Oliver St., Pacific Beach, and found that Jean had left croissants and a bunch of other nice stuff in the fridge for us! Snacked on her sunny balcony, with an X&O game made of stone. She’d left the car keys and all the maps left on the counter, so we pored over them and headed out to Mission Beach. The walkway went for miles along the sandy beach with huge rollers. The sun is hot and the wind cool this time of year. It’s around 18 degrees. San Diego is 18 to 26 degrees all year round – they say it rains mainly in November in March and they pray for it the rest of the year!
Wednesday

We first went to Horton Plaza (3 hours free parking in the middle of downtown) and the downtown Visitor Centre, as well as Balboa Park (MAP), just to check it out before getting the Go Card. Freebies included the Botanical Building, Timken Museum, and the park itself, where every view, every angle, is magnificent. My favourite were the artist’s shops: Spanish Village Art Centre, a colourful courtyard of 37 working artist studio galleries, with the most beautiful crafts of every description, including clay sculpture! (PHOTOS)
Around 4pm we drove north on 163 under the Cabrillo Bridge, to La Jolla (pronounced La Hoya). The view from Soledad Monument was spectacular - a 360 degree view of all of San Diego plus the coast.

Thursday: Balboa Park & Harbour
We validated the San Diego Go card at the visitor’s bureau at the corner of Harbor Dr and Broadway, and picked up maps. Headed north on Pacific Hwy to Laurel St., which enters Balboa Park. We saw half a dozen museums*, had lunch at the Japanese Gardens and headed to the Harbour Cruise place (San Diego Harbor Excursions), across the street from where we’d validated the cards. The Museums ranged from ho-hum to magnificent, the really magnificent one being Mingei International Museum, with exhibits featuring contemporary and historical international folk art, craft and design. The Asian Exhibit combined natural stone set in sand or handcrafted wood, ceramic or metal stands/bowls – really lovely. 
Museums that were okay but not as great as the Mingei, at least from my perspective -  San Diego Automotive Museum (you have to like cars); the San Diego Air and Space Museum (you have to like planes); the Museum of Photographic Arts (a  small museum). The Museum of the Living Artist is a great idea – paintings by local artists on sale for $100 to $300, but it was like looking through stones for a gem.

On Wednesday evening I’d been caught by the early sunset, forgetting that we’re so much closer to the equator here – 32 degrees latitude – so no long evenings. Went for a walk at 8:20 pm and almost couldn’t see – the streetlights are few and far between, even on Grand Ave. So after that I normally walked at 7pm, to be home by nightfall. The walk along Bayside is beautiful, with a walk/bike path following the shore to a park, for several miles. (Grand to Cass, south to the walkway).
Friday: Zoo and Balboa
We did the San Diego Zoo  today – Bus tour and Skyfari Aerial Tram and all... whoa, that’s high! On the ground, I was actually admiring the flora as much as the fauna. What a collection of cacti! I love the wild variety of trees here, although I have no idea what they all are. The purple-flowered ones are all over the place. (Googled it: Jacaranda mimosafolia.) Then there's one that's white trunked and very tall with massive above ground roots. One guy said ficus… And the ones with the peeling bark, like arbutus bark, except thicker and paler... 
Got a new appreciation of Eastman Johnson at the San Diego Museum of Art, where there was also an exhibit of Georgia O’Keefe and the Women of the Stieglitz Circle. (It was interesting that Stieglitz valued women with their own “childlike” vision of the world. Then hearing Marilyn Monroe’s childlike voice at the Coronado…) I enjoyed the San Diego Museum of Man  even more – great exhibit of Mayan history, anthropology, etc. The Reuben H. Fleet Science Center and IMAX Movie had a show on the Grand Canyon that was actually about the endangered Colorado River, its water being drained by the city of Las Vegas and farmers using flood irrigation. They started out by showing Lake Chad in Africa, shrunk to 10% of its original size. Colorado River lakes are about half their original size right now. 

Saturday: La Jolla
It was definitely worth it, to go to La Jolla to the Birch Aquarium at Scripps – They have on a special exhibit on climate change that’s extremely well done, and it was fun taking photos of the undersea life. The Museum of Making Music  in Carlsbad, was a visual and auditory celebration of 100 years of musical innovation beginning 1890. On the other hand, the La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art neon art exhibit seemed sparse, boring and hollow. The boats hanging outside of the museum were cool, though! The museum is free for anyone under 25.

The Panini Café nearby was great – Sadaf tea and lattés, with small items like bowls of fruit that were actually freshly cut. La Jolla itself is gorgeous – Spanish churches, stores and beaches, plus a 200 plus harbour seal colony! (PHOTOS La Jolla)
Sunday

Back in Balboa Park, we visited the Japanese Gardens and the San Diego Natural History Museum, which had a Pompeii exhibit and film. At 2pm every Sunday there’s an Organ Concert (the world’s largest, of course) and folk dancing/singing at the International Cottages, which is free and one of the highlights of the Park! All of the cottages offer food and beverages for donations and are manned by volunteers who are quite willing to engage in conversation and educate you on their heritage. In the Norway Cottage, I had coffee and chatted with a man who turned out to be a Bahá’í named Arya (what are the chances??), and gave me information for the upcoming Feast! I had good Persian tea from a samovar in the Iranian pavilion, which is one of the nicest there. It was a real treat!
The Chula Vista Nature Center , south on I-5, is reached by a shuttle bus from its parking lot, and is a real treasure. The turtle photos are from there, as well as the birds and the sand carving. We drove back home through Imperial Beach / Coronado – a lovely drive.
Monday 

We got to the Serra Museum in Old Town to find that it was closed for renovations, so we visited with 3 plein air painters in the parking lot. Turned out one of them is from Victoria, Lynne Schulnik, and knows Jill Slagboom, who I believe I did a painting workshop with a few years ago. We met another wonderful lady at the Estudillo Museum in Old Town, one of the original houses of San Diego, preserved furniture and all from the 19th? century. PHOTOS The double decker bus tour around San Diego, from Old Town, was narrated and lasted about an hour – just had to hang onto our hats.

Coronado Hotel, where King Edward is reputed to have met Wallace Simpson, is as stunning as it’s reputation, with its red turreted dome and many matching cottages right on the beach. Nado Gelato was a nice break. 
Tuesday
Left 9am for Wild Animal Park and arrived about 9:30 or so – there were already busloads of kids getting in. It’s a massive place. The Journey to Africa bus/train was included in our ticket and we were lucky & got right in – there were signposts that marked where the wait would have been 1hr 45, with fan-spraying stations along the way. It was possible to get very close to the birds – pelicans etc. in the pond – see the videos. They also sold lorikeet food so that they’d land on you and feed. The landscape itself, from gardens to tundra to waterfalls, was magnificent.  (PHOTOS – WA Park and Bowers Museum)
The Bowers Museum in Santa Ana, near Los Angeles, was notable for it’s Spanish colonial architecture. The ceilings were heavy wood, and fresco – took lots of photos. We stayed overnight in LA at a Super 8, so we could see the town the next day. We decided to drive to the beach to find something for supper. Just a quarter inch on the map – how far could it be? Took about 40 minutes! Seems that LA is almost 500 square miles (1290 sq km) and that’s not counting the entire urban area, which is over 4000 sq. km. You could fit San Diego in one of its neighbourhoods.
Wednesday 
We did the 10am Hollywood Behind the Scenes Tour with Redline Tours  after finding parking at the Hollywood and Highland Centre - $3 for 4 hours with validation. The Walking tour went just over an hour – older historic buildings in the area. The guide recommended the downtown tour as his favourite. The Kodak Theatre tour (half an hour) after lunch was pretty cool – the Oscars have been there since 2002, and they literally took you behind the scenes. They’re going to be hosting a new Cirque de Soleil show there starting in 2010 on a 10 year contract, all year minus 6 weeks.
It took an hour just to get out of LA from Santa Monica, and that was with very few slowdowns and highway all the way. (Lesson #1 for LA – ALWAYS take the freeway!) The highway back to San Diego was moving a lot less freely, so we took the coast road. All together it took about 3 and a half hours. 

Thursday 

We stayed at home and read in the sun in the morning, then went to Point Loma in the afternoon – half of it is a US Navy base and cemetery. There are 90,000 buried there, of the 2.7 million US soldiers who have died in wars. It seemed enormous. There’s a 3.2 km trail that winds from the lighthouse all the way down from the bluffs, the Bayside Trail, with views of boats and the very gentle colours of native plants clinging to the cliffsides. Jim watched a film at the Visitor Centre and talked with the costumed tourguides.
We tried looking up the Feast on the website and the Bahá’í Centre phone number with no luck. Arya, who we’d met in Balboa Park on Sunday, had given us a phone number of an LSA member (Nancy Rank), so we called and got an address for one of the 15 neighbourhood Feasts. They have no joint Feasts since the community is 750 people and the Centre holds 250. It was closed for renovations and has just reopened, so they’ll start doing collaborative neighbourhood Holy Days there, for rotating groups. The Feast was wonderful – at the home of Jen Shearin, who just declared on March 1. (I.e. the day before the Fast – so that tells you something right away!) There were about a dozen adults and 4 kids. The social part was a potluck supper. We stayed until 11pm, chatting. 
Friday

Another relaxing morning reading on the balcony – the sun is wonderful! We went to the downtown Museum of Contemporary Art in the afternoon, where they’d moved walls, bought equipment and gone to the usual enormous expense to accommodate the latest installation of dead boring stuff. One 6 minute plotless, noisy video repeated itself endlessly. Several thousand 2x4 pieces had been arranged to form a wooden mountain that completely filled one large room. No thought was provoked or emotion elicited other than amazement at the reverence toward this art that’s as large as a supersized ego, and the patience of the poor docents. 
Seaport Village is on the opposite end of the spectrum. The happy commercialism with its colour, diversity, movement, stores and crowds might be just as lacking in authenticity as the fine art installations, but it was far more interesting. One man asked donations for photographs of rescued parrots calmly perched with all their brilliant plumage inches from the crowd –  no nets, no fences. The physical environment was gorgeous, like so much of San Diego. Some of the art was glitzy and over the top, but some of it was quite good and beautifully crafted.
Saturday

Tried out the International Walkabout group, but hit a slow one. Long drive in the afternoon – Mission Trails Regional Park, which has a beautiful visitor’s centre and tons of trails, then on to the Cuyamaca Rancho State Park, in the Cleveland National forest. Got ice cream in the small store and talked to the park rangers, who said that much of the forest had been burned in the fires of 2003 and 2007. That sparked our curiosity because we’d had a cancelled San Diego vacation planned for Oct 13, 2007, and the fires had broken out in the middle of that 2 weeks period, forcing evacuations even within the city. The damage was evident as we drove through the park, although it’s green again now.
Julian, CA looked like a really neat little town – it would be a good one to go back to – very authentic looking with an inviting small coffee shop. Ramona was a little plainer, had a MacDonald’s, and Poway was made up, manicured and wealthy looking. The forest around Julian was amazing, with hundreds of smooth white boulders 3 or 4 times the size of cars strewn everywhere on the mountains, some perched precariously above the roads and houses.
Sunday
We visited Tecelote park, a canyon behind the university with a long trail. I did the trail and Jim explored by car. A nearby mall had some sandals that Jim tried on and liked for the first time ever, so we’ll buy some at home where we know the stores. The prices in most of the plaza were crazy designer prices, and the whole place reminded me of the Museum of Contemporary Art: style for style’s sake. I’m becoming jaded in my old age! We revisited Old Town and saw what we’d missed last time. The people there seem genuinely interested in their city’s history & eager to preserve it. We got the house and car ready for Jean’s return. Early flight tomorrow!

