Secret Beach

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     My three older brothers used to take me there. It was one of the cool things to do for a young teen in La Jolla. In the seventies there weren’t so many houses and a nice trail went down do the secluded pebble beach Princess. We called it Dinosaur Canyon. But most of the time we would park up near Prospect and descend the Coast Walk Trail above the La Jolla Caves where under a small white bridge, in a tall patch of Arrundanaria cane is a rope attached to an old block of cement. There you repel down a fifty-foot muddy path called the Devils’ Slide to the rocky beach of Slides.

     In the spring old lobster traps and rope are easy to find tangled in the boulders of the shore. We use this as a rappel rope to climb down the trail. At the top of the trail we tie the rope to the cement footings built by the railroad in 1904 to support a wooden staircase. Look in any historical journal of La Jolla and you’ll see the steep narrow staircase allowing people to visit the secret beach and tide pools below.

     Let me put it in perspective. La Jolla is a small bay, shadowed by an 800-foot mountain above sea cliffs. The beaches in the bay are long sandy arcs but along the point towards the outer Cove are a series of tall sea caves. The whole area is a Marine Sanctuary where fish and birds are abundant. At the foot of the last cave is a small rocky beach and this is Slides, a small point going into the main long pebble beach of Princess.

     The first time I surfed at Slides I was about twelve. It was with my brother Mike and his friends Cordon and Barto. We climbed down the rope passing surfboards through the tough spots, changed on the rocky shore, and jumped out into the water. We surfed the quick hollow right coming into the boulders called Pablos. Every wave sucks water off the reef creating a backdoor takeoff, quick and exciting. A good wave continues towards the rocks with time for turns off the shoulder.

     Most hunt the left, a peaky thin barrel over shallow reef. A head high swell at a medium to high tide will race through two sections before wrapping a hundred yards into the cove.

     I got a tube that morning. A small peak lined up. The thin green curl enveloped me in a hum as the coastal panoramic swirled before me.

     I rediscovered slides about seven years ago after a divorce when long ocean paddles became an enjoyable way to escape. It’s easy. Go to the Marine Room Restaurant and walk the public path to the beach. At high tide the water will be to the wall, splashing on the glass below dinning tables.

     Paddle over to Slides, it takes about ten minutes, heading towards the point of La Jolla, the Cove, and the Caves. The view is amazing. Usually there will be a few kayakers heading to the caves. First you pass the gentle right breaking into Princess before reaching the rocky point of Slides.

     It is really an amazing location, just in front of the caves. Each set of waves rolls in below the cliffs pushing into tunnels splashing and breathing mist from blowholes. Above, on narrow perches, thousands of birds nest. Pelicans, cormorants and sea gulls crowd for space on the cliffs. At dawn, as the first rays of light crest the bluffs and strike the cliffs one by one the birds fly off to hunt for the morning. The birds at the back and high up go first starting the slow hierarchical procession. It takes over twenty-minutes for all the birds to fly off the cliffs above the caves and by then you’ve ridden several great waves.

     This is a tricky place, with multiple reefs boiling and shifting the peaks with the tide. It’s always shallow and at low tide much of the reef goes dry and turns into tide pools and angled boulders. But at high tide on a west or north swell it’s amazing.

     I even surfed it in the spring of 1996 during the 30-year south swell. I was born in 1969 and all my older mentors said this was the biggest south swell of their lives. I surfed Big Rock that morning, riding a triple overhead monster barrel side slipping my way to a broken board. That evening at a medium tide waves from the south wrapped clear around the point of La Jolla, past the Cove and caves into Slides.

     Most often the secret pebble beaches are empty. Being there you feel faraway in time and space. Maybe the Mediterranean or México. But in the summer as the ocean calms and waves are infrequent at Slides it is common to see many snorklers come ashore to gaze and rest for a timeless moment. Sometimes I even forget, that hidden below the cane patch and the bridge is a special place with great waves, the secret beach of Slides

