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When I first moved to Laguna Beach I joined a book club at a 
local book store.  I love to read, I love discussing books, and 

I enjoy the company of like-minded women.  What I didn’t like 
about the book club was that we had one month to read a 
particular book, not necessarily of my choosing, which often 
left little time for other reading.  I always felt the pressure of 

reading on a deadline and some of the books were just not en-
ticing so I stopped going to meetings and resumed my preferred 

literary choices.  So when CCA Holly suggested a “book club brunch 
group” I was a little hesitant, but when she suggested the first book, The 

Soul of an Octopus, I knew this would be a perfect group for me. 

I was captivated by the story of naturalist and journalist Sy Montgomery who becomes 
a volunteer at the New England Aquarium in order to immerse herself physically and 
emotionally in the world of the octopus, and ultimately became passionately connect-
ed to four of these intelligent and sentient animals who she chronicled throughout the 

book.  Montgomery writes:  “An octopus is an animal with venom like a snake, a beak like a parrot, 
and ink like an old-fashioned pen.  It can weigh as much as a man, and 
stretch as long as a car, yet can pour it’s baggy boneless body through an 

opening the size of an orange.  It can change color and shape.  It 
can taste with its skin.”  She continues:  “Most fascinating of all, I 
had read that octopuses were smart.  This bore out with the scant 
experience I had already had; like many who visit octopuses in 
public aquariums, I’ve often had this feeling that the octopus I 
was watching was watching me back, with an interest as keen 
as my own.”  And those tank bound octopuses probably 
are watching and observing (and maybe even wondering 
about us too) as they have a dominant eye, eyelids and 
are capable of swiveling each eye independently like a chameleon. They also have 
huge brains that are filled with neurons (according to the author, the Giant Pacif-
ic Octopus, the biggest and longest lived of the 250 species of octopus, has 300 

million neurons as opposed to a rat, for example, who although known to have problem 
solving capabilities has only 200 million neurons.)  But octopuses live fast and die young with 
both males and females dying shortly after breeding.  In fact, caring for her eggs is a job that will 
last a female octopus until the end of her life.  How do you know it it’s a male or female?  Octopus-
es can be sexed by looking at the tip of the 3rd right arm.  If the arm has suckers all the way up to 
the tip it is a female, the feistier of the sexes.  In our local waters we are sometimes lucky enough 
to stumble upon a tentacle or two of our native species, the two-spotted octopus, a relatively 
small and evasive cephalopod who are found in holes and crevices in the mid-tide zone and 
down to 65’. The glowing blue circular eyespots on each side of its head serves as a clever defense 
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mechanism that may trick both predators and prey who think 
these spots are actual eyes.  Late fall with the exceptionally low 
afternoon tides offer a prime opportunity to search for one of 
these beautiful creatures.  We have three public tidepool walks 
scheduled in November, check the calendar for dates.

The next month we read Fastest Things on Wings about a 
woman who delves into the exhausting world of humming-
bird rehabilitation in Los Angeles during the spring and 
summer at the height of nesting season.  The title of the book 
was a bit misleading because like many others I had believed 
that Peregrine Falcons (PEFA) had been awarded the distinc-
tion of fastest bird on Earth.  The Peregrine Falcon is supremely 
speedy, averaging 25-34 mph in traveling flight, up to 69 mph 
while pursuing prey, and reach-
ing the unimaginable speed of 
200 mph as it swoops towards its 
prey from its hunting perch. But even with 
those jaw dropping statistics, research on the 
mechanics of hummingbird flight shows that 
although a diving PEFA can reach a higher speed 
in mph, when measured in body lengths per second 
hummingbirds travel almost twice as fast thus mak-
ing them the “fastest things on wings.”  Video footage 
shows a male Anna’s Hummingbirds on a courtship dive 
can travel at a rate of 385 body lengths per second which is 
equivalent to a 6’ human dropping nearly 800 yards per sec-
ond.  The tiny heart of these smallest of birds can beat 1,200 
times per minute in flight, but can be slowed to less than 50 
if they need to conserve energy. And because hummingbirds 

have about the same 
amount of heartbeats 
in a lifetime as a human 
a hummer that lives 8 
years has about 3 billion 
heartbeats, about the 
same as an 80 year old 
human.  Hummingbirds 
appear so delicate and 

peaceful, but are actu-
ally aggressive hunters who not only consume their body 
weight each day in nectar, but in order to get sufficient protein 
also have to eat 200-300 fruit flies or other insects daily.  The 
author should know since each year she and another LA based 
rehabilitator alone take in 400 birds and send another 300+ 
to other southern California rescue centers.  Approximately 
330 species of hummingbirds exist in the Americas, but locally 
we only tend to find Anna’s and Allen’s Hummingbirds flitting 

about the park year round.  Obviously 
they find plenty of food, both floral syrup 
and protein based and so we are lucky 
enough to enjoy the antics of these 
warriors throughout the year (tis true, 
they are tough and tenacious creatures 
particularly males who fight over food, 
sex and territory.) Many times I have 
marveled at the sheer shock of seeing 
a hummingbird whiz past me and can 
relate to what Masear wrote in her mesmerizing book “I got 
involved in saving hummingbirds because their delicate beauty 
and poetic flight spoke to my soul.”  I love those guys.

A few weeks back on a hot Sunday morning I walked out on 
my deck and observed lots of 
fluttery movement.  Between 
my home and the house next 

door there are four pampas grass 
plants in dire need of a “hair-cut.”  The 

fluttery movement came from two American 
Goldfinches who were feeding on the tiny seeds.  

At first I thought they were gathering the fluffy 
plumes for nesting material, but upon closer 

inspection saw them ingesting and swallowing 
the seeds.  Pampas grass is incredibly prolific 
when it comes to seed production, in fact 

a single plant can bear up to a million seeds over its lifetime.  I 
really have nothing good to say about this invasive, aggressive 
weed which is listed as one of the Top 10 Terrible Plants in 
southern California because it is a long-lived perennial bunch 
grass that creates an extreme fire hazard, can survive droughts, 
has razor sharp-edged leaves, grows up to 13 feet high and 
spreads six feet wide.  My neighbor who lives in Mammoth 
said he thought it was a pretty plant, but conceded to my 
pleas to cut it to the stump which is good because although 
pampas grass dies back in the winter, it rebounds once warm 
weather returns and with its deep roots the plants behind my 
property will invariably grow back.  But because of the dam-
age it does to native ecosystems and the potential devastation 
to my community caused by a fire we will continue to cut this 
tough grass.  As the California Invasive Plant Council says “Give 
it an inch and it will take an acre.”

October celebrates Archaeology Month and National Fossil 
Day and so in honor of our cultural past we have partnered 
with the Cooper Center of Archaeology to display a small 
exhibit in cottage #46, the rotating Visitor Center.  This “timely” 
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and relevant exhibit provides an overview of Orange County’s 
paleontological and cultural history, profiles the Cooper Center 
and give examples of some of the research projects that they 
are working on, including an archaeological collection near 
Crystal Cove State Park.  The Cooper Center has a vast collec-
tion of nearly six million specimens in the warehouse in Santa 
Ana and although they couldn’t bring any actual fossils (I had 
visions of an ancient whale skeleton hanging from the rafters) 
they do provide some in-
teresting examples of past 
human cultures and the 
history of life in the County 
millions of years ago.  So if 
you’re waiting for a table at the Beachcomber Café or explor-
ing the tidepools at Rocky Bight take a peak inside. 

The park maintenance team has a seemingly endless list of 
tasks.  From routine maintenance, to facility upgrades and 
grounds keeping, to installation of signs, panels, and maps the 
crew is constantly in motion.  Last week they installed a beauti-
ful panel produced by two park volunteers: Tom Neill designed 
the panel, and Wendell Maberry constructed the redwood 
frame.  Our Cactus Wren panel is now in the ground and park 
visitors along No Name Ridge can learn about how CCSP has 
partnered with the Natural Communities Coalition to restore 

14 acres of cactus scrub an 
important plant commu-
nity of prickly pear and 
cholla cactus necessary 
for species like the Coastal 
Cactus Wren, a bird that 
has lost as much as 75% of 
its habitat in Orange Coun-

ty due to drought, fire, and development.  Getting that panel in 
the ground was a big job and along with physical improvements 
to the park, come the technological, visitor service, and design 
improvements as evidenced by the snazzy, and aesthetically 
pleasing upgrade to my monthly newsletter (which has had 
the same look since 1998.) Volunteer Brian Flynn tantalized me 
with a suggestion to visually improve this blog by sending a jaw 
dropping mock-up of my last month’s letter.  So to him I owe 
a tremendous thank you for putting some WOW in “Winter’s 
Words.”  Our web site, www.crystalcovestatepark.org  has also 
undergone a modern transformation.  From the very begin-
ning we have been blessed with the talents of our wonderful 
volunteer Pam Strayer who spent countless hours over the last 
decade+ lovingly tending to our pages.  With the talents of IT 
wizard and park aide Ryan Gates we will soon elevate this site 

so that it’s easier to navigate, more user friendly, more intuitive, 
and will serve the community more efficiently.  We are thrilled to 
have our own in-house IT guru and Ryan is a fabulous addition 
to our state park team.

The Crystal Cove Alliance annual fundraising soiree was, as 
expected, a successful and elegant affair that raised $415,000 to 
help support the “the nonprofit’s mission to preserve the cultural, 

natural and historic resources 
of Crystal Cove State Park.” 
Amongst the goals for the 
coming year, the proceeds 
from the event will allow CCA 

to continue supporting their science education programs includ-
ing their fund-a-need program which supports scholarships for 
K-12 students to experience CCA’s unique STEM based education 
classes. Additionally, in 2017, CCA will ramp up fundraising efforts 
for Phase III of the Historic District restoration project to renovate 
the remaining 17 cottages deteriorating at the north end of its 
beach.  CCA is the busiest interpretive association in the state, no 
doubt, and with the funds from this “party of the year” they will 
be able to forge ahead with their myriad innovative projects to 
benefit the park and park visitors.

Recently I read an article about the power of “awe,” an elec-
trifying emotion that scientists have only recently begun to 
study.  According to the article, “Awe is the feeling of being in the 
presence of something vast or beyond human scale, that tran-
scends our current understanding of things and evokes a dramatic 
feeling with the power to inspire, heal, or change our thinking.”   For 
me, this feeling of awe was omnipresent this past weekend and 
guided me through countless transformative experiences while 
absorbing the power of Yosemite National Park.  I sat in awe 
atop Glacier Point gazing at Half Dome in all its breathtaking 
glory.  Words simply can’t express the 
awe I felt at looking at the gushing 
rivers of water flowing from the Park’s 
waterfalls, or gaping at the tallest 
trees on Earth carpeting the valley 
floor.  Our final walk led us to the site 
where John Muir built his Sugar Pine 
cabin in 1869.  As a naturalist it was 
almost spiritual for me.   I truly felt his 
aura and embraced one of his many 
quotes:   “Keep close to Nature’s heart... 
and break clear away, once in awhile, 
and climb a mountain or spend a week 
in the woods. Wash your spirit clean.”

Nest of Thorns
Cactus Wren Habitat Restoration Project

Crystal Cove State Park has partnered with the Natural Communities Coalition to restore 14 acres 
of cactus scrub like what you see in front of you. This habitat is important for species like the Coastal 
Cactus Wren, a bird that has lost as much as 75% of its habitat in Orange County due to drought, fire, 
and development. This restoration will connect isolated Cactus Wrens by providing nesting and foraging 
areas that will link populations.

Cactus Wrens are shy birds who nest in prickly pear and cholla cactus at least three feet tall, with the 
thorns of these plants serving as deterrents for predators such as hawks and ground squirrels.

Look for these large wrens with a long white eye stripe and listen for their raspy, repetitious call.

“Awe is the feeling of being in the presence of 
something vast or beyond human scale...”

http://www.crystalcovestatepark.org

