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The holidays have long past, but the memory of my family’s journey to Africa is boldly 
imprinted in my brain.  As always, spending concentrated time with my husband and teenage 

sons is the most memorable part of the trip, but our safari (Swahilli for “journey”) experiences 
were beyond our expectations.  Seeing wild animals in their natural environment engaging in 
their instinctual behaviors was mesmerizing. We observed, at very close range: mating lions, 
nursing elephants, hyenas crunching on wildebeest bones, cheetahs taking down a gazelle, 
submerged hippos with only their eyes visible, and vultures fighting jackals for carrion.  We sat 
motionless in our jeep while a herd of elephants walked around us on their way to their morning 
watering hole, and quietly gaped at a leopard hoisting a zebra kill up a tree.  We smiled while 
watching the playful antics of a pair of lion cubs, and held our breath while surrounded by a herd 
of cantankerous Cape Buffalo (with huge pointy helmet heads.)  Our pilgrimage-of-a-lifetime was 
transformative on many levels and left me with an eternal impression.

Whereas we had only clear skies and pleasant 
temperatures while in Africa, we knew that back 
home it was consistently raining (at least eight of the 
days that we were away.)  Rain is always big news 
in southern California and these unusual stormy 
days have dominated the park.  It has been years 
since we have seen such frequent and (such a large 
amount) of rain in southern California and I think I 
can speak for many of us that the rain is not only vital, 
but quite delightful.  The downside however, is that 
the rain, especially when 3 inches fall in less than 24 
hours like it did on January 23, wreaks havoc on the 
backcountry trails and because of the ruts, washouts, 
and gaping holes, the backcountry has been closed 
intermittently these past 2 months.  The backcountry 
was completely closed after the heavy January 
rains, when we received nearly six inches, and it was 
initially thought that Moro Canyon would be too 
damaged to open for an extended period, but after 
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drying out for a week or so it seemed as if the trails were in 
good enough condition to re-open. But then more rain fell, 
and the trails were closed once again. During the brief window 
between rainy days a group of park Trail Assistant volunteers 
and Environmental Scientists Lana Nguyen spent a Saturday 
morning working hard on repairing “Ticketron” by trimming 
back the trail, improving drainage and tread, planting cactus 
and brushing the old trail alignment (the latter to prevent 
people from straying from the trail, and creating their own.)  
Next up (after this weekend’s “worst storm in seven years”) 
volunteers will help improve drainage on Missing Link and 
repair ruts on Rattlesnake (of which there are many.)  These 
intrepid volunteers and their hours of sweat and toil provide 
an invaluable service to the park.  Thanks to TAV crew Steve, 
Robin, Brad, Andy and Keith.

I don’t know for sure the origin of the trail named Rattlesnake 
(perhaps the winding shape that resembles a snake’s curvy 
body,) but winter is not the time of year most folk associate 
with rattlesnakes.  After hearing Steve Bledsoe’s Snakes of 
Orange County lecture last week however, I plan to be much 
more conscious year round of where I place my steps.  Orange 
County is home to 19 species of snakes, but only three, 
all rattlesnakes, are venomous. Rattlesnakes are 
found from the coast to inland mountains 
and any spots in between below 10,000 
feet.  At Crystal Cove we don’t see the 
Speckled Rattlesnake, but often see (or 
hear) the two other species who dwell 
within the park primarily in the spring and 
summer.  The Southern Pacific Rattlesnake is a 
snake with “little patience” and is quick to rattle 

and quick to bite (but only if provoked, stepped on, grabbed, 
or ridden over, you get the picture.)  The Red-diamond 
Rattlesnake, the largest snake in the state, is a rock dweller and 
less irritable than its cousin. Steve reminded us that nearly 35% 
of all snakes bites are “dry bites” meaning no venom is injected, 
that 16 of the snakes found in our County are harmless, and 
finally that snakes are the number one controller of rodents.  
Rattlesnakes share in common a distinctively triangular head 
(houses their venom sacs) and jointed rattles on their tail 
and as pit vipers have two pits under their nostrils to detect 
heat, which allows them to hunt warm-blooded prey. The 
pits are so sensitive that the snake can determine the size 
of the warm-blooded animal and can even detect prey in 
complete darkness.  From Steve I learned that when rattlers 
are alarmed or in defense mode they will extend their tongues 
all the way out of their mouths (as if touching their “chin”) 
and will then raise their tongue back up and over the top of 
their heads (like us trying to touch our noses.)  This behavior, 
referred to as “tongue flipping,” which they do over and over, 
is apparently only known to occur with venomous snakes and 
not something observed amongst harmless serpents.  

I haven’t 
seen any 
snakes lately, 
too cool, I 
think, but 
along the 
bluff trail we 
are seeing 
dozens of 
caterpillars 
of the Western Tussock Moth, a fuzzy multi-colored critter.  
They are small and not very obvious unless you are looking 
down along the trail near Pelican Point lot #4 and see subtle 

movement.  These native larva feed on plants 
including deerweed, buckwheat, willow, 
and wild rose, which are found along the 

coastal bluff.  The Western tussock moth larva 
only reaches a mere 2” in length, and along with 

numerous colored spots, it has prominent white 
tufts of hair on its body, black tufts on its head 

as well as on the other end. The caterpillars 
appear each spring feeding ravenously for 40 to 
60 days before they pupate, often creating their 
cocoons in oaks trees where they hatch and 
begin to feed. The adult Western tussock moth 
is a fairly nondescript brown and black moth so 
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although I am sure they hatch in the park 
and I have probably seen them countless 
times, I can’t envision seeing this species 
flitting about (moths tend to be nocturnal 
which is perhaps another reason.)

A much prettier specimen found in our 
coastal waters is the Spanish Shawl 
nudibranch, a vibrant purple and orange 
member of the mollusk family.  Volunteer 
Ryan Hawkins took a video of one he 
observed in the tidepools undulating 
wildly and with purpose.  This striking 
nudibranch, also called the purple aeolis 
can grow to nearly 3” in length and unlike 
some nudibranchs, which remain on their chosen substrate, 
Spanish Shawls are able to swim in the water column by flexing 
their bodies from side to side in a u-shape which is exactly what 
the one Ryan saw was doing.  The bright colors warn predators 
that these guys tastes bad and they do so because the neon 
orange cerata found on their backs not only extract oxygen 
from the sea water, but are extensions of the digestive system 
and are used to store the stinging cells of the anemones and 
fan-like hydroids they eat. Nudibranchs are hermaphroditic and 
possess reproductive organs of both sexes, so they can mate 
opportunistically when another nudibranch is nearby. It is not 
uncommon to see more than Spanish Shawl in a tidepool at the 
same time.  Perhaps now we know why.

Also seen in the tidepools 
is a plentiful assortment of 
“holey rocks.”  Tidepool 
volunteer Kristin Allison 
recently asked what 
makes the holes which are 
omnipresent along the 
southern California rocky 
coastline. The culprits are piddock clams which bore into rocks 
as a strategy to protect themselves from pounding waves. This 
impressive defense mechanism ensures that rather than being 
washed away with the ebb and flow of the tide, the clams 
are securely nestled inside their permanent rock home.  Like 
many other marine animals, piddock clams start their lives 
as plankton, floating with the ocean currents searching the 
salt water by taste and smell for a place to settle down. They 
are a communal species who live amongst others in a rock 
community and once they find a suitable spot they burrow 
into the rock by twisting back and forth using their serrated 

shell to excavate a home.  Once the 
piddock has carved a safe tunnel for 
itself it extends a siphon through the 
entrance, which it uses to filter food 
such as phytoplankton from the sea 
water.  It also comes equipped with a 
second siphon which serves to pump 
out waste.  Piddock clams prefer shale 
rocks and as Monterey shale forms the 
tidepools and cliffs from Abalone Point 
in the south of the coastal side of the 
park all the way to Treasure Cove at the 
north end, there is plenty of material 
for this rock grinding clam.

The Los Trancos lot is a construction zone.  But, like any 
“remodel” the result of the project is going to be a beautiful (if 
you can use that word to describe a parking lot) car park and 
entrance into the Historic District.  The scope of this long awaited 
renovation project is multifaceted and includes:  Realignment 
of the entry lanes (with two entrance lanes and two exit lanes,) 
replacement of broken curbs, patching existing asphalt and 
placing a new 2” asphalt overlay over the entire parking lot with 
new paint and striping, creating a new pedestrian walkway 
adjacent to the entrance road from PCH where it is currently dirt, 
replacing the parking control system with two ticket dispensers 
and control gates on the inbound lanes, traffic sensors to monitor 
traffic and an electronic display notifying visitors of the number 
and location of vacant parking stalls, and installation of low level 
parking lot lighting.  Additionally, the ADA access along the 
shuttle stop will be improved as will the shuttle stop itself which 
will be covered, have benches, lighting, and interpretive panels.  
This exciting facelift will take several months to fully complete 
and although the rain is presenting challenges we hope the 
construction trucks will long be gone and the dust settled before 
the summer season begins.  

Although we have been back from our African vacation for almost 
a month now, I still feel a connection to this remarkable place.  
The beautiful landscapes, the kind people, and the animals are 
imprinted on my heart and in my mind.  As Jim Fowler wrote:  “The 
continued existence of wildlife and wilderness is important to the 
quality of life of humans”, and I absolutely agree.

See you in the Park

Winter

Spanish Shawl Nudibranch Peter Bryant
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