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The sky was a heavy gray and a 
menacing wind was picking up. It 
was the first Saturday of January 
and gloomy, stormy weather was 

rolling in, but I was feeling the spark of 
the new year. The tattooed guy behind 
the counter at the Santa Monica bike 
rental shop said, “You know it’s going to 
rain.” It was a warning, not a question.
“Real rain?” I asked. “Or drizzle?” I’d 
recently moved to Southern California 
and knew that local definitions of rain 
often differed from my own.

“Not sure,” he said. 
I didn’t care either way. I wanted 

to bike down to Venice Beach—to ride 
through the gray and gloom.

I grew up in the snowbelt in upstate 
New York, where cycling on the beach 
in winter is about as feasible as going to 
Saturn. Between November and March, 
you hibernate, or “hunker down,” as 
my family called it. You go in, not out. 
I’d spent the last 15 years in the New 
York City area, where seasonal affective 
disorder (SAD) symptoms are about as 
common as winter colds. I developed 
SAD in my 20s, but winter depression 
hit hard in my 30s and 40s. As soon as 
Halloween decorations went up, I began 
to dread the coming cold months.

 So, after enduring years of that, I 
found a 54-degree rainy day in January 
to be absolute heaven. I’d ridden this 
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stretch of the SoCal coast many times 
over the years, but always as a visitor, 
and usually in the summer, when tourists 
had snagged most of the rental bikes. 
But on this January day, beach cruisers 
were lined up in long rows in the bike 
shop. I chose one, hopped on, rode 
to the Santa Monica Pier, then turned 
south onto the coastal path. I practically 
had the place to myself. Only a few 
skateboarders braved the drizzle. I 
pedaled all the way to the south end of 
Venice Beach before turning around. 
Palm trees bent to the wind. Sepulchral 
clouds loomed over glass beachfront 
homes. When the rain fell hard, I had to 
pull under an awning. Yet I was happy.

On that January afternoon, I 
discovered that an hour of cycling 
outdoors accomplished far more for me 
than any gym membership, sunlamp, 
vitamins, or other self-care strategies 
ever had to alleviate SAD. Winter 
biking was liberating; one single ride 
connected me to land, sea, and sky. 
Despite the lack of sunshine, I didn’t feel 
the claustrophobia of winter’s darkness. 
As my ride ended and the rain lightened, 
I was mesmerized by the sounds of 
rolling thunder above rolling waves and 
the momentum of a storm moving over 
the Pacific.

Over the next couple of months, 
I returned to the same bike shop on 
overcast Saturday afternoons for more 
rides. By mid-March, the sun was out in 
force, and the bike path had filled with 
people again. 

Of course, I love the beach year-
round and continue to visit through 
summer and fall. But now, I get 
particularly excited for dreary days in 
January. I know the beach will be wide 
open and that, weather permitting, I’ll 
enjoy the exuberant release of cycling 
through another storm.
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