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I have a favorite spot to sit on weekend mornings.  The favored locale is on a 
teak storage bin on my small deck overlooking the canyon.  It was particularly 

exhilarating to perch myself outside, but under cover, on the rainy Sunday after 
Thanksgiving.  I loved watching the rain fall and envisioned how joyful the trees, 

shrubs, and potted plants must have felt as their thirst was quenched with an incessant 
stream of water dripping onto their leaves and deep into their roots.  They seemed to 
perk immediately with the green leaves brightening seemingly before my eyes as water 

droplets glistened in suspension.  I watched a hummingbird roosted on a Toyon bush raising 
its tiny head to the sky over and over as if drinking the Earth’s long missing nectar.  With rainy days 
so scarce these past years it was refreshing to absorb this 
forgotten scene.

And the day before I had awakened to a peck, peck, peck 
outside my window.  When I peeked out of the blind I 
saw an Acorn Woodpecker (ACWO) pecking away at our 
palm tree which surprised me as I have never associated 
woodpeckers and palm trees.  These raucous birds with the 
clown like appearance are a truly social group who live in 
large clans, hoard acorns, and breed “family style,” although 
the one pecking away at my tree was a loner.  Always on 
the hunt for food, (ACWO) store thousands of acorns each 
year by jamming them into holes in trees, often in a single 
tree, called the granary. One granary tree alone may have 
up to 50,000 holes in it, each of which is filled with an 
acorn in autumn.  It’s not only trees though (and as I now 
know, not only oak trees,) but ACWO will use human-made structures to store acorns including 
fence posts, utility poles, and even car radiators. ACWO are intelligent birds, re-using the same 
holes year after year and wedging the acorns in tight enough to prevent other birds or animals to 
dislodge them and steal their prized cache.  Generally winter time is when ACWO drill holes, often 
in the thick bark of dead trees and will occasionally survey the granary to monitor their stash and 
move loose acorns to smaller holes so they don’t fall out and get eaten by someone else.

My December walks in the park and drives around town have netted me some true nature finds.  
It seems like seeing an Osprey atop a telephone pole feeding on a fish has become well, sort of 
regular, which is a good thing.  For years seeing an Osprey at all would have been unexpected 
and unusual, albeit a thrilling sight.  Osprey numbers crashed in the early 1950s to 1970s, when 
the widely used pesticide DDT induced eggshell thinning.  After DDT was banned in 1972, 
populations of Osprey, Bald Eagles, California Brown Pelicans, and Peregrine Falcons rebounded, 
and all these dynamic birds became conservation success symbols.  Nonetheless, Ospreys are still 
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listed as endangered or threatened in some states, not in 
California any longer, where pesticides decimated many 
populations and natural nest sites have disappeared 
due to tree removal and shoreline development.  
Luckily Osprey frequently build nests on manmade 
structures, such as telephone poles and channel 
markers as well as artificially constructed nest 
sites (Upper Newport Bay is a prime spot.) 
Peregrine Falcons (PEFA), which 
were also rarely seen in the not 
so distant past, have made a 
great recovery too, but are still 
considered a “Fully Protected 
Bird,” by the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife.  Unfortunately, 
PEFA is a predator of the California 
Least Tern, a “Species of High Concern” that 
nest at Huntington State Beach. Least Terns are in serious 
trouble in our local area as their preferred nesting habitat is 
prized for human recreation (think white sandy beaches like 
at our beautiful state beaches to the north.)   So, who do you 
root for…the Peregrine Falcon or the California Least Tern?  
What a conundrum!  And if that internal battle isn’t enough to 
tie my stomach in knots December is also the month when we 
begin spotting the Pacific Gray Whale (GW) as it passes by our 
coastline on its annual migration from Alaska to the shallow 
lagoons of Baja.  The 6,000 mile one-way journey is harrowing 
primarily on the return trip when mother gray whales are 

swimming with their 
calves back to their 
feeding grounds and 
must swim through 
Orca territory.  So 
I was excited and 
concerned about the 
large pod of Orca’s 
spotted the last day 
of November, in the 
same week the first 
sighting of a Pacific 
Gray Whale was 

spotted.  Turns out 
that two separate pods of orcas were spotted within a week 
of each other right off the Park’s coastline.  The first sighting 
was of a group of “offshore orcas, which are rarely seen since 
they generally spend their time in deeper waters at the edge 
of the continental shelf, hunting large fish.   Less than a week 
later however, the “Killers” of the cetacean world, swam by the 

park.  These transient killer whales apparently 
are spotted annually in Orange County 

and because their favored prey is marine 
mammals they eat sea lions, dolphins, and 
even young gray whales.  I didn’t hear any 

reports of staff or visitors observing a 
feeding frenzy, but students aboard the 
Crystal Cove Alliance Marine Protected 
Area Citizen Science Cruise witnessed 

these beautiful toothed whales as they 
traveled in our local waters.

December certainly is a festive and memorable 
month with Christmas, Chanukah, Kwanzaa, and 
New Year’s Eve. But for a naturalist, one who 
interprets coastal marine resources, the final 

month of the year on the Gregorian calendar boasts 
the lowest tide of the year during the daylight hours which 
offers yet another December day to celebrate.  Last Wednesday 
we delighted in a -1.6 low tide which uncovered rarely seen 
rocks and boulders along the Crystal Cove State Park shoreline.  I 
scrambled out to Little Treasure Cove, the northern most intertidal 
area which could serve as a study area given its inaccessibility and 
consequent low visitation.  The rocks were particularly slippery 
with dozens of species of seaweed spilling every which way, but 
I was lucky enough to find in addition to the usual suspects: an 
empty juvenile black abalone shell, a dense school of swirling 
Opaleye perch, a Hopkin’s Rose nudibranch (so tiny and elegant, 
but easily overlooked due to its resemblance to coralline algae), 
a mass of sea hare eggs (with millions of tiny jelly-encased eggs 
resembling strands of pearl necklaces,) and one orange ocher star 
wedged tightly in a rock crevice.  On that same day I also saw on 
the beach near Pelican Point a huge dead black sea bass and up 
on the bluffs a juvenile kingsnake.

It was the large amount of Opaleye that really caught my eye 
though as I have seen scads swimming together in our tidepools 
in the last month.  Perhaps the reason is that they form dense 
schools in shallow water where spawning takes place and 
amongst seagrass (an abundant marine flowering plant in the 
intertidal zone) 
which serves 
as a habitat, 
nursery for 
juvenile fish, 
hatchery, food 
source and 
a protective 
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zone. The tidal zones are brimming with seaweeds and Opaleye 
primarily feed on algae including feather boa kelp, giant kelp, sea 
lettuce, coralline algae, and sometimes mix it up by eating small 
tube dwelling worms, and red crabs. The juveniles form schools of 
up to two dozen individuals and live in tidepools until they grow 
large enough to swim to deeper waters. They mature and spawn 
at about nine inches long and when they reach 2-3 years in age.  
These pretty olive members of the nibbler family have one or 
two white spots on each side of the back under the middle of the 
dorsal fin and are easily recognizable as one of the two resident 
species of fish, along with Tidepool Sculpin, seen with frequency 
at the four main intertidal areas in the park:  Reef Point, Rocky 
Bight, Pelican Point, and Treasure Cove.  

Volunteer Brian Flynn (same 
designer who upgraded 
this letter) has created a 
new sign for the park in 
the same vein as what is 
displayed at the Bolsa Chica 
Ecological Preserve: “Birds 
Only Past This Point.” As an 
interpreter, I like this gentle 
educational way of appealing to visitor’s conscience.   Saying 
“Birds and Wildlife Only” is a nice way of saying…stay out!  I’m 
not sure where we will put this sign, but I love the interpretive 
message.  Volunteer Tom Neill is also designing a new sign to help 
remind people (again, using visuals rather than finger pointing 
text) about the resource concerns and personal safety dangers of 
going off trails including rattlesnakes, poison oak, cactus, nesting 
birds, ticks, and holes.  Finally, Eagle Scout Gavin Scott (a very 

responsible and mature 16 year old) installed a newly designed 
panel at the P-2 boardwalk.  Gavin worked with a whole crew 
of park staff and nature photographer Trude Hurd from Sea and 
Sage Audubon to create this lovely panel showcasing some of 
the birds, mammals, reptiles, and plants seen while strolling along 
the boardwalk.  There is always something new to see while in 
the park, in fact each day, even along the same path, brings a 
different view, another animal, or something that was simply 
missed the day before.  

I read this travel article about a man visiting Costa Rica who 
planned to orient his trip around the quest to find the blue 
orchid bee, one of 300,000 species of insects in the country.  
But, as he wrote “to search for a specific animal in Costa Rica, is 
to overlook the endless array of other creatures that appear on 
every outing.  It took two days for me to stop looking for what 
I wanted to see, and to see what I saw.”  He continued with a 
quote by G.K. Chesterton who said: The traveler sees what he sees; 
the tourists see what he has come to see.”  So with that in mind, 
my family and I are off on a journey of a lifetime.  We are visiting 
friends in Kenya and spending the new year on safari visiting 
both Amboselli and Mara Masai where we expect to see the “Big 
5” although, I now believe, I will feel satisfied and pleased to see 
any or all of the African creatures in the animal kingdom from a 
giant giraffe to a tiny, but striking Picasso bug and hopefully lots 
and lots of birds, reptiles, and spiders as well.    

Have a safe and happy holiday and a “Mwaka mpya mwema” 
which is Swahilli for Good New Year.  

Winter

WILDLIFE AND 
BIRDS ONLY

BEYOND THIS POINT
CCR T-14 4326(A) - POSTED ORDER FOR INFORMATION CONTACT 949-494-3539

NATURAL RESOURCE PROTECTION

STROLLING ALONG THE BOARDWALK AT CRYSTAL COVE STATE PARK
Glance around and you may see some of these native plants and animals.  Look and listen.  What will you see on your visit today?
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