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Solstice Canyon Trail

6-milt' loop through Solstice Canyon Park

600-foot elevation �ain
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Snh1ice Canyon Park in the Santa Monica Mountains is rnjoyahk year­

round. hut winter is a particularly fine time to ramble through !he quiel 

canyon. From the park ·s upper slopes. you might even sight gray whales 

rnigra1ing pas! Point Dume. 

Wl· S11u1hcrn Californians don"t spend mul"11 time pomkring th\' winter 

sohliL·c. 1ha1 lime in the northern hemisphere when we have ou11 shonesl 

da). our longe"t night. After all. !he days aren"t thal short. .it kast in 

comparison to those poor. sun-starved residt:nls of 1 -klsinki. for .txamplc. 

wh11 ,pend all hut a few hours of December d;1ys in the dark. 

Snbtice. to we modern city dwclkrs. may st:t:m to he nothing more than 

a scientific abstraction-the time when the sun is farthest south of the 

equator. To some of the earliest occupanh of Southern California. the 

Chumash. however. the winter solstice was a VL'ry imporlant on:asion. It 

wa;. a time when the cosmic balam:e was very delicate. The di�eovery of 

summer and winter solstice observation caves and rock art sites. have 

convinced anthropologists that the Chunrnsh possessed a system of astron­

omy that had both mystical meaning and practical applicatio11. To those of 

us who buy all our food in the supennarket. winter solstice is_just a date on 

the calendar. hut to the Chumash. who needed to know ahout when herrics 

would ripen. when the steelhead would run up Malibu Creek. when game 

would migrate. the day was an important one. 

Solstice Canyon Park opened on summer solstice. 1988. The Santa 

Monica Mountains Conservancy purchased the land from the Roberts 

family. The park is administered by the Mountains Conservancy Founda­

tion. the operations ann of the Conservancy. 

The Foundation has heen working hard lo transform the 550-acre 

Roberts Ranch into a park. Ranch roads are heing converted to foot trails. 

Milk thistle. castor bean and other assorted nonnative plants are heing 

eliminated. Debris. left behind by a 1982 fire, has been hauled :.iway. 

Destroyed in the fire was the Roberts family home. an extraordinary 

ranch-style residence that was highly praised hy many home and architec­

tural puhlications. The house incorporated Solstice Cunyon·s creek. 

waterfalls and trees into its unique design. 

Another �olstice Canyon house-the Mathew Keller House-was built 

in 1865 and is the oldest house in Malihu. perhaps in the Santa Monica 
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l'v1nunlains. When restoration i, u>mplete. the house will hcn1111e a 

n111.,c11111 and visilOr c,·ntcr. 

Solslicc Canyon·s third ,tructure of note i, really a ,1rani-!e one. 11 

rL'Sl.'111hlc, a l--i11d or futmistic farrn house with ,1 �do ,illachcd ,111d dcf'ic, 

ard1itcctural c;1tcgori1,1t ion. Bauhaus. maybe. Or pcrhap, ( irain Elevator 
Modern. From 1961 to 1973 Space Tt:ch Labs. a ,uhsidiar:, of TRW. used 

tltc huildini-! (11 u>11tluct IL",h lo dell-r111 1nL' th,· ma!-!netic ,cii-,iti,·i1y of 

,at,·I I itL" i 11,1 n1 lllL'nl:11 ion. Tlw TRW hui Id i 111-!' arL· IH)\\ hc:tdquartl.' r, l"t ir tltL· 

Santa MoniL·a Mountain� Conscn ancy. 
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A LOOK AT THE PAST 

Infonnation on structures at Solstice Canyon 

The Mountains Conservancy Foundation Office 
This building was brought to the canyon by the Robertses from a World War II encampment 
located off Latigo Canyon Road. Various people have lived in the cottage including the family 
gardener and members of the Roberts family. During purchase of the property, the building was 
vandalized, and it has been completely renovated by the Mountains Conservancy Foundation. 
Examples of California ranch life are reflected by various photographs in the small gallery and 
by farming equipment and wagon wheels in the landscape. A part of the interpretation of this 
area is the "Darth Vader" structure located on the east rim of the canyon, a glass and blue steel 
futuristic home. The windmill located at the foot of the trail powered one of the original wells. It 
will eventually be repaired. 

1960 TRW Buildings 
The silo and warehouse structures located on the knoll are now the park facilities for the staff of 
the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy. From 1961 to 1973, Space Technology 
Laboratories, Inc. of El Segundo, a subsidiary of Thomson-Ramo-Woolridge, Inc. (TRW), ren­
ted ten acres of the Roberts ranch and erected testing facilities for their modification of the 
Faneslau coil system, a device which calibrates the magnetic sensitivity of satellite payload 
instrumentation. The Roberts ranch was chosen as a calibration site because of its distance from 
man-made magnetic disturbances as well as naturally occurring disturbances in the surround­
ing earth and air. Two other places in the world were used to test this equipment - Maine and 
East Germany. Their facility consisted of a nonmagnetic aluminum and wood cylindrical build­
ing 3 5 feet in diameter and 50 feet high with a ventilated cone-shaped roof designed to house the 
Faneslau coil and, 100 feet away, a rectangular building which housed a Hemholtz coil, a 
device for measuring magnetic fields. TRW and the ]et Propulsion Laboratory calibrated scien­
tific payloads by simulating the nonmagnetic atmosphere of space. Portions of satellites and all 
of the Pioneer 12 Venus satellites were tested at this site. 

1865 Keller House 
The Keller house was built in or around 1865 and is of special merit because it is the oldest 
house in Malibu, perhaps even the entire Santa Monica Mountains. The stone cottage was 
modified to include a covered porch and an additional room. It is not open to the public, but it 
can be viewed from the road. The Foundation is in the process of nominating the cottage to the 
National Register of Historic Sites. We consider the renovation of this building as a high priority; 
and we will begin the work in Fall 1988. The building will eventually become a museum and 
visitor center. Donations can be made toward the restoration effort. 

Tropical Terraces 
The main family home of Fred and Florence Roberts was designed by Paul L. W illiams and built 
in the 1950s. The siting of the home was extraordinary for its time; the waterfalls, creek, and 
trees were an integral part of the design. It was featured in Architectural Digest and Home 
Magazine. Unfortunately, the house burned in the 1982 fire and storms later destroyed more of 
the area. The Mountains Conservancy Foundation has cleaned out most of the debris. We 
expect to work on safety hazards in the area while protecting the remaining landscaping and 
terraces. The area will be used as a destination point for hikers and picknickers after its 
renovation. 

Photographs and information on Solstice Canyon would be greatly appreciated. 
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