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 Staircase To Heaven

A Celebration of Parry Grove’s history...and Future
By Hank Nichol

Spring 2015

You’ve seen steps like these before, perhaps on 
the trail to the top of Yosemite Falls, where giant 
slabs of granite were wrestled into place by WPA 
crews, or in a creek-side park in D.C.—once 
again, the work of those hearty WPA workers.

Since the Great Depression, it seems that 
poured concrete often replaced rock as a more 
expedient way to build an outdoor staircase that 
must brave the elements. 

Until the new Parry Grove Trail in the Reserve. 
Here the “good old days” of hand-laid stone 

steps have returned, thanks to 
State Park crews, and the fund-
ing of an anonymous donor to 
Torrey Pines Association that 
earmarked his funds specifically 
to this project. 

In celebration of the trail’s 
restoration and reopening—
and the return of craftsmanship to the Reserve—
we thought it might be high time to share the 
words of state park naturalist Hank Nichol once 
again. Over three decades have passed since Hank 
wrote about Parry Grove in his “Notes from the 
Naturalist,” but his descriptions are as fresh today 
as the wildflowers of Spring.

—Peter Jensen, Editor
 The grove of pines named for 19th century 

explorer/naturalist Charles Christopher Parry is a 
woodsy place. It has more trees in a smaller area 
than anywhere else in the reserve. It also has the 
oldest Torrey pine that I know of. Just 25 steps 
down from the top (60 up from the bottom) of 
the stairs you can see a wildly twisted and pictur-
esque tree. Torrey pines are not long-lived trees 
but they are tough. After you get to the bottom, 
make a right. About 100 paces will take you right 
up to a very large Torrey pine. It seemed very old 

but everybody knew that another tree was older. 
A tree at the top of High Point was almost 400 
years old. One day when nobody was looking, I 
took out my trusty increment borer. I drilled into 
both trees. I pulled out cores. I counted rings. 
The 400-year-old tree was only 130. The one in 
Parry Grove was about 200 years old. That makes 
it the oldest Torrey pine I’ve located so far. I’ve 
cored other ancient looking trees all over the 
reserve. I believe I can say that I can count all the 
Torrey pines over 100 years old...

The Torrey pine has been 
called a “relict species”. Relict! 
I can barely pronounce it. Most 
botanists think that the Torrey 
pine is a survivor, maybe of a 
vast forest, maybe of a small 
one. It almost didn’t survive 
civilization. C.C. Parry him-

self made one of the first moves to save it when 
he added that we dedicate “this spot of ground 
forever to the cause of scientific instruction and 
recreation...”

In the spring the slope from the trail down 

continued on page 4
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President’s Message

A Belle tolls...

Who was Miss Belle Angier? She was 
a San Diegan, not unlike you and 
me, who enjoyed spending time 

in the 1890s in the groves of Torrey Pines. In 
those days many people were ama-
teur botanists—“citizen scientists” 
the San Diego Natural History 
Museum likes to call them. You 
went into nature, and you didn’t 
just look, and you certainly didn’t 
jog or run: you studied, marveled, 
and got down on your knees when 
confronted with the tiniest flower. 
Little escaped your wandering, 
appreciative gaze.

Today we should thank Miss 
Belle for urging local conservation 
groups in 1895 to support some 
kind of legislative action that would protect 
this small stand of Torrey Pines. She really 
got the ball rolling. Four 
years later the city declared 
the groves a park. Thirteen 
years later Ellen Browning 
Scripps stepped in... and the 
rest is the better-known his-
tory; the Reserve’s bedrock 
DNA. 

So, Miss Belle (whoever you were): would 
you be a member of Torrey Pines Association 
today? We think you would be. You liked to 
be busy. The Association has been busy, too. 

•  At our Annual Membership Meeting in 
February we heard the “sea tales” of famed 
oceanographer Walter Munk (born 1917!). 
We listened, rapt, to the man who predict-

ed the waves off Normandy for D 
Day...who went below the crust 
on Project Mohole... who was the 
first, with McDonald (1960) to 
show why one side of the moon 
always faces earth... 
•  The Fleming Award to former 

supervising ranger Bob Wohl, 
for his many years helping TPA 
even AFTER he retired from 
State Parks. 

•  The completion of Parry 
Grove—all thanks to the gen-
erosity of one anonymous TPA 
member/donor. 

•  Trying to offset the beetle deprivations of 
this great drought by pur-
chasing many more phero-
mone traps, and sadness over 
the loss of so many trees. 
• Plenty of member hikes, 
events, new films (keep an 
eye out for the next one, for 
it shows the collapse of a 

massive section of cliff)...and so much more.
All this would not be possible without your 

membership and support. Please continue to 
give what you can to the Reserve: your dona-
tions, time, but most of all, respect. A

—Peter Jensen, President 
TPApresident@TorreyPines.org
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Special hikes for members in 2015 included 
the Early Bird Hike in the Extension, March 14, 
led by Docents Kathy Dickey and Jack Friery. 
Despite unseasonable heat, we saw several bold 
quail calling from the tops of Mojave yucca, 
watched a flock of cedar waxwings flying from 
tree to tree, and saw (yes!) a couple of California 
gnatcatchers. California thrashers and spotted 
towhees were heard but not seen.

On April 11, Docent and wildflower doyenne 
Margaret Fillius led a group through Whitaker 
Garden to the new Parry Grove view point, 
which looks out over the property originally pur-
chased by Ellen Browning Scripps to protect the 
Torrey Pines. We then descended the steep 118 
steps to the trail. Although sea dahlias were past 
their prime, wild hyacinth, Nuttall’s snapdragon, 
butterweed and Mexican pinks were among the 
highlights. Sage scrub along the trail is dense, new 

Torrey Pines are struggling in the drought, and 
the views are spectacular.

For Earth Day, TPA’s Communications and 
Development Manager Susanne Florin staffed 
a TPA Membership table. She raffled off basic 
memberships to two lucky visitors.

2014—A snapshot 
of your donations  

at work
Total mission-related 
expenditures by TPA 

amounted to
$000000 in 2014.

Projects included:
•  Interpretive Plaques
•  Plant Mapping
•  Education & Outreach
•  Volunteer Coordination
•  Non-native Plant 

Removal
•  Parry Grove Trail Repair
•  Bark Beetle Pheromones 

& Traps
•  Broken Hill ADA Materials
…and more! A

What’s Going On? Plenty!

By Anne McCammon, TPA Counselor

May 14, 2015
Major Donor’s Tour of Parry 
Grove and Reception at 
Torrey Pines Lodge
Stretch out your quads for 
the 118 steps, tour the trail 
with the Docents—or take 
an easier walk—and enjoy a 
toast at the Lodge.

 June 2, 2015
Nighthawk Stroll at Dusk
These shy nocturnal migra-
tory birds that nest in Torrey 
Pines Extension in early sum-
mer. We will look for them by 
the light of a full moon with 
the guidance of Pat Masters

September 26, 2015
Full Moon Hike
Enjoy the Reserve at dusk 
and in early evening; a treat 
just for TPA members
November, 2015
Grandparents Day at 
the Reserve (date to be 
announced)
Hike and enjoy activities with 
your little ones

December, 2015
Winter Solstice Low Tide 
Beach Hike
Tides are the lowest of the 
year, an ideal time to walk 
the beach and appreciate the 
cliffs
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Get the most out of your membership via our events

Donor and Fundraising Events
On January 25, a New Year’s Hike and Reception was held 

at the Lodge to thank major donors for their support. Docents 
Ken King, Barbara Wallach, Margaret Fillius and Kathy Dickey 
guided different tours through the Reserve, and while the group 
enjoyed wine and snacks afterward, they were treated to a beauti-
ful sunset.

TPA members previewed the Parry Grove Trail on February 
26 at 4:30 p.m. After a brief cutting of a “CAUTION” ribbon, 
Docents Barbara Wallach, Ken King, Ingo Renner and Margaret 
Fillius led hikes on the new trail. A

From left in the photo: Frank 
Burham, Docent President; Kyle 
Knox, park ranger; Pat Masters, 
former TPA President; and Peter 
Jensen, current TPA President.

Mark Your Calendar

October, 2015
Art and Wine in the Pines 

Fundraiser  
(date to be announced)

Help support TPA and the 
Docent Society while you 

sample local wine and 
plein air paintings from 

local artists
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continued from page 1

to the edge of the cliff is a spectacular display of 
wildflowers. There are the usual lupines, poppies, 
tidy-tips, and groundsel. There’s a small field of 
shooting stars and pale yellow clematis climbing 
over the bushes.

You may see gritty, little inch-high mounds 
in the path. These were made not by inch-high 
gophers, but by solitary bees. You did know that 
not all bees live in hives? Of course you did. But 
why do they dig right in the middle of the trail? 
The female digs a hole. She drills side branches 
in which she lays eggs and in 
which she stocks food for her 
offspring. She dies. The mound 
is stomped by human feet. The 
eggs and, later, the larvae are 
safe underground. Up to a year 
later the next generation digs its 
way out and goes through the 
routine all over again.

One day I was walking 
along inspecting my size 13’s. 
Hundreds, maybe thousands, of 
winged termites were flowing 
out of a hole in the trail. There 

Staircase To Heaven
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Visit our website  

to learn more… 

become a member… 

and support  

the Reserve!

www.TorreyPines.org
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seemed to be no end to the cloud of insects. It 
was a great picture. Unfortunately my camera was 
back in the office. When I came back with it half 
an hour later the show was over. I’ve seen other 
termite colonies, but none was ever so striking.

Parry Grove is a quiet place. You can be alone 
on the busiest day of the year. The long, steep 
stairs may be the reason. Almost anyone is smart 
enough to figure out that if he walks down, he’ll 
have to walk back up later. Even most joggers 

avoid the Parry Grove Trail. Don’t be scared 
off. The whole trip is less than half a mile, stairs 
included. It’s my favorite trail. Two laps around 
it will cure almost any case of blues.

[Ed. note: Hank Nichol wrote the above essay 
before the Bark Beetle infestation of the 1980’s 
destroyed many of the old trees in Parry Grove. 
The trail was closed for several years, but is now 
re-opened. Many new Torrey pines are thriving, 
and the wild flowers are still beautiful.] A Si
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How Well Do You Know The Reserve? 

Take this quiz and find out
Recently we poked around some of the Reserve’s nooks and crannies, and we thought, “Hmmm, it’s 

been awhile since we’ve seen that.” Or perhaps we’ve never seen it at all! These images can all be viewed 
from a Reserve trail, in plain sight. See if you can i.d. where these pictures were taken. 

Photo 1
A South Fork Trail near historic roadway
B Extension trailhead off Mar Scenic Drive
C  Behind restrooms at start of Beach and Razor 

Pt. trails
D North Fork Trail near historic roadway

Photo 2
A  Broken Hill Trail near golf course
B  Trailhead at Del Mar Heights Elementary 

School
C Guy Fleming Trail 
D Extension trailhead off Mar Scenic Drive 

Photo 3
Note: a yellow property line marker
A On Red Ridge Trail
B On South Fork Trail
C On Mar Scenic Trail
D At south overlook in the Extension

Photo 4
A Margaret Fleming Nature Trail 
B Trail system and grove in the Extension
C Trail system and grove behind historic Lodge
D Del Mar Scenic Parkway entrance

Photo 5
A  North loop Guy Fleming near water fountain
B High Point Trail
C Red Ridge Trail
D Highest point in the Extension

Photo 6
A Lagoon trail 
B Yucca Point Trail
C Parry Gove Trail
D D.A.R. Trail

Photo 7
A Mar Scenic Canyon
B Beside Historic road south of the Lodge
C Behind Lodge/Visitor Center
D Near South Beach entrance restrooms 

Getting more involved 
with TPA

There are ways to enjoy the 
reserve other than taking 
a nice walk. TPA projects 
like this newsletter don’t 
“just happen”—they are the 
result of board counselors, 
as well as general members, 
volunteering their time and 
talents. We appreciate it! 
If you have talents, skills 
and passions that dovetail 
with TPA’s mission of 
fundraising in support of 
education, conservation and 
preservation, let us know 
at torreypinesassociation@
gmail.com. You can also 
volunteer in a VERY hands-
on way with the Docent 
Society:  
www.torreypine.org (or  
contact@torreypine.org).

ANSWERS  
1B, 2D, 3C, 4B, 5D, 6D, 7A
Did you get them all? Our point: 
every photo was taken in the 
Extension; the least-visited part of 
the Reserve, but a place worthy of 
your next hike. In years to come 
the Extension will be a TPA focus 
for trail-improvement projects and 
other conservation efforts.
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With your help, we can assure that 
Torrey Pines State Reserve will 
always be a place where your 

grandchildren and all future generations—
from all walks of life—celebrate nature’s 
wonders.

By including the Torrey Pines Association 
in your estate plans, you’ll share in Ellen 
Browning Scripps’ original vision of a Reserve 
that protects both beauty and rarity in the 
midst of San Diego’s increasingly crowded 
coastline—to be enjoyed by all, forever.

Please consider a legacy gift today. Imagine 
the difference your support will make!

What will your 
legacy be?

Torrey Pines Legacy Society
Dedicated to protecting and preserving Torrey Pines State Natural 

Reserve
For more detailed information on how to include Torrey Pines 

Association in your will and estate plans, please contact us at  
endow@TorreyPines.org. Our website, www.TorreyPines.org also  
has a “Join & Give” section.
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Using cables and a powerful 
tractor, State Park crews pulled 
down a portion of the bluffs 
as a precaution in April. The 
multi-ton section of sandstone 
was “ready to go at any 
moment,” potentially crushing 
any beachgoers who might 
be ignoring warning signs to 
not walk or sit near the base 
of the cliff. All it needed was a 
nudge, and whump. For video 
footage of the event, visit 
TorreyPines.org. 
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The Torrey Pines Association was founded in 1950 to encourage public interest in, and 
support for, the preservation of the rare Torrey Pine trees and their native habitat at 
Torrey Pines State Natural Reserve.

Since then we have played an active role in:
•   achieving State Reserve/Preserve status
•   assisting in the acquisition of additional acres of native trees
•   funding educational exhibits
•   publishing informational and educational materials
•   managing memorial funds
•   renovating the Fleming house for use as an on-site ranger’s residence
•   monitoring the overall welfare of the site

We invite you to join with us in ongoing efforts to preserve and protect the rare Torrey 
Pines and their scenic refuge by becoming a member. Please visit our web site or 
contact us by mail for more information on membership levels. 

We also encourage contributions to the Torrey Pines Reserve 
Endowment Fund. Donations will help protect and preserve the 
Reserve—a lasting legacy! Contact endow@TorreyPines.org.

Who we are… 

www.TorreyPines.org
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Mark Your Calendar!
June 2, 2015 

Nighthawk Stroll at Dusk

September 26, 2015 
Full Moon Hike

October, 2015 
Art and Wine in the Pines 

Fundraiser

November, 2015 
Grandparents Day at the 

Reserve

December, 2015 
Winter Solstice Low Tide 

Beach Hike

To receive updates  
on these events and more,  

be sure we have your  
email address!

Simply go to  
www.TorreyPines.org,  

click on “Contact” and send us 
a message!

A Lifetime Is Not A 
“Oncetime” 

Over 700 Torrey Pines Association members 
are LIFE members. This designation dates 
back for many years during the time when 

we offered a parking pass to Torrey Pines State Natural 
Reserve only. Lifetime memberships were expensive-
-and every dollar went to projects in the Reserve. 

Years later, some of you who are Lifetime members 
are realizing that your overall donation to the Reserve 
and TPA projects may have worked out to less than 
$50 a year.

And so we ask: would you be willing to consider 
renewing your donation(s) to Torrey Pines Association? 
Perhaps a recurring donation? Or a Legacy donation to 
our Endowment? 

If you would like more information on giving, please 
go to the website, or write endow@torrreypines.org, or 
call 858-480-1850. Thank you! A
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