Travel

Autumn Walks of Reflection

The Torrey Pines Gliderport, by Christopher Oleata

For the first time or for a thousand times, the Torrey Pines Gliderport is an amazing location to spend a day, afternoon, or an evening.  With this autumn, so many things have changed in America and the world.  It is a time of reflection for the winds have changed and yet the future is as before, uncertain.  The inland heat and coastal fog of summer are passing and the warm santa ana winds have arrived.  At this time I hope to be hiking through the Himalayas, on route to the base of Mount Everest in Nepal and Tibet.  I think of all the places I want to go, amazing places.  I think of travels and adventures I have had.  I recall my many memories of The Gliderport, standing on the open high cliffs with a view out beyond infinity.  As I walk through the mountains, these memories bring me back to my home, to San Diego, to La Jolla, and to the playground of canyon, cliff, ocean and sky of The Torrey Pines Gliderport.

San Diego rises from the sea on a tilted table of land, an ancient sea floor.  A mixture of salt marshes, bays, beaches, and weaving sandstone cliffs border the sea.  Below the cliffs hide beautiful beaches with excellent surf.  The sea cliffs of San Diego reach their breathtaking height at Torrey Pines.  There the 300-foot ever-crumbling cliffs stand against the ocean and it is not uncommon for a landslide to crash down on the narrow sanctuary of beach.  To get there is easy. From the Interstate 5, take either Genessee Ave west to North Torrey Pines Road going south, or La Jolla Village Drive west to North Torrey Pines Road going north.  Take care not to drive fast and miss the sign at Torrey Pines Scenic Drive where you turn west.  The road continues a short distance before becoming dirt.  Park your car, as the Gliderport building is just off to the left on a hill.  There usually is strong wind on the open bluff, no trees, just sky and sand.  Hangliders, parasailors, and large radio controlled gliders pass overhead as you begin your short walk towards the cliff.

The glider pilots use whistles to communicate and signal to each other as they soar just overhead. The small Gliderport Building sits on a grassy knoll.  The knoll continues out to the cliff edge where the gliders hop off.  It is a tiny airport of sorts, along the cliff edge.  A path meanders through washed out gullies and the crumbling ledges.  Looking up and out the view arcs north many miles to Dana Point.  Across the horizon are the islands of Santa Cruz, Anacapa, Santa Catalina, and San Clemente.  To the south are the La Jolla Bay, La Jolla Caves and the Cove, encompassing the San Diego La Jolla Underwater Park and Ecological Reserve.  After your first look off the cliff, make your way to the grassy knoll and Gliderport office.  There you can get a close-up view of the gliders taking off and landing.  There is a store and a lookout balcony.  You can take lessons or join on a tandem ride with an experienced pilot.  Walk to the north of the area, moving with the ragged edge of the cliff.  The view down and out is awesome.  At the north end of the lot a steep and narrow trail descends the cliff down to Torrey Pines State Beach.  The trail is single-file, starting with footsteps in the steep face of sandstone, molded in over the years.  From the beach a short walk will bring you to Bathtub Rock which is also the end of a trail that descends through the famed Torrey Pines State reserve.  Back up at The Gliderport we notice a wide gulley to the left of the glider take-off area and a twisting trail that goes down.  Over the years I have heard this trail called The Goat Trail.  This trail is heavily used and maintained well.  Descending this fine trail will place you at the southern edge of Torrey Pines State Beach and along the north edge of Black’s Beach, California’s famous surf break.  During the full moon, at around midnight, groups of drummers meet at the base of this trail for a drum circle, solemn and serious.  Often you can see the large beach fire from the point of La Jolla.  Above The Goat Trail, there is a ridge that sits atop the cliff.  Follow the sandy trail along this ridge towards the south.  The trail is narrow and several areas have fallen off the cliff, so be careful.  The views expand and the canyon below becomes visible.  The main surf break at Black’s Beach comes into view, North Peak.  This trail eventually connects with another trail, The Z Trail.  This narrow trail turns left, away from the cliff and cuts through the bushes and descends into the canyon on the east, just below the Salk Institute.  The canyon has tall and interesting sandstone wall formations, paths cut by footsteps in the stone, and waterfalls. This is The Ho Chi Minh Trail.  The bottom has a twenty-foot cliff and cascade.  In the summer, when the water flow is slow down the canyon, you can climb down ledges safely, but in the winter it changes.  The trail is slippery with mud and the ground tends to crumble.  In the past we had long ropes that we would climb down the last cliff while handing surfboards to our friends below.  For the adventurous and curious, The Ho Chi Minh Trail is a special secret, and a must.

The Torrey Pines Gliderport is most definitely a personal favorite.  It is a place that marks the years of my life. Visit this park and let it mark yours.  Just pull over, park, walk to the edge, and breathe.
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