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Twitterpation,  
Towhees, Tadpoles

Early one morning when the sun had just awakened I noticed a pair of California 
Towhees on my deck.  We have some potted plants outside and have seen towhees 

before, but not two together.  Since towhees are seed eaters I suspect either the 
lavender or jasmine plants were dropping seed and they were enjoying a meal at 

the Bonnin house.  Watching them took me back to my first conscious towhee sighting 
at Descanso Gardens in Pasadena when they were still referred to as Brown Towhees. That 

sighting was a long time ago when I was just entering into the fascinating world of bird watching 
and although I am a bit better birder today than way back then, I am more often than not still 
mystified by the feathery marvels. The very next day after I watched the pair of California Towhees 
foraging behind my home I was working the Los Angeles Times Crossword puzzle and one of 
the clues read “American sparrow relative.” I may not have been able to answer “Iron-attracting 
magnetite” or “Sci-fi writer Frederik,” or many others, for that matter, but for the answer to 102 
down I wrote with certainty “Towhee” in indelible ink.

The following day while strolling along a short stretch of the bluff 
trail I encountered four singing birds:  California Thrasher, Spotted 
Towhee, Western Kingbird, and the Northern Mockingbird.  It was 
a dazzling spring-like day and the birds were clearly enraptured.  
The Spotted Towhee was perched quite visibly in a Sycamore tree 
so I observed it for awhile and was amused by its incessant and loud 
“warbling,” a typical behavior for males in the springtime.  According to 
All About Birds:  “Early in the breeding season, male Spotted Towhees spend 
their mornings singing their hearts out, trying to attract a mate. Male 
towhees have been recorded spending 70 percent to 90 percent of their 
mornings singing. Almost as soon as they attract a mate, their attention 
shifts to other things, and they spend only about 5 percent of their time singing.”  I trust I caught 
this guy before he found a girlfriend because his head was lifted high, his neck was vibrating, and 
he was singing with gusto.  It’s just so exciting around here these days, spring is without a doubt 
my favorite time of year.

All the blooming flowers, twitterpated birds, and mating toads confirms that the park has clearly 
awakened from a long slumber (five years of a fitful sleep with little food or water.)  Around every 
bend and turn on the trails, along the coastal rocks, up on the bluffs and in the Historic District, 
life is being celebrated.  Most noticeable are the wildflowers whose colors, textures and smells 
are simply invigorating.  Indeed, the park is positively bursting with botanical beauty from purple 
Parry’s Phacelia, to yellow California Bush Sunflower to violet Owl’s-clover and a lot of reds, whites, 
and oranges interspersed.  The panoply of brilliantly bright and colorful butterflies is also visually 
captivating and on a backcountry hike last week I spotted three beauties: a fluorescent green 
Lotus Hairstreak, a Dusky Funereal (dark body with a white outline,) and a Red Admiral (loving 
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the black mustard which has bloomed beyond control.)  I’ve 
seen juvenile and adult gopher snakes, young cottontails, 
and glistening spider webs.  But I think my favorite discovery 
was that of the hundreds of Western Spadefoot Toad (WTP) 
tadpoles in a seasonal pond in the backcountry.  It’s like they 
were frozen in a state of torpor for the past five years only to 
be revived by all the winter rain. The WSP has a very specific 
concern for survival:  the water temperature in the ponds 
has to be between 48-86 degrees Fahrenheit for the toads to 
reproduce and then the temporary pools where the eggs are 
deposited must last for at least 30 days so that the eggs may 
hatch and transform into tadpoles.  Females lay 300-500 eggs 

at one time 
and once the 
eggs hatch and 
the tadpoles 
emerge they 
are dependent 
on the pools 
in order to 
feed and grow 

large enough to morph into 
terrestrial adults. Breeding 
takes place after heavy 
rainfall and the formation 
of these temporary shallow 
rain pools, typically from 
January to May, but during 

dry years, breeding pools may not form at all and thus no new 
WST will be born.  If the ponds dry up the tadpoles become 
food for many predators including bull frogs, snakes, birds and 
raccoons.  Western Spadefoot Toads are considered a species 
of concern as their populations have dwindled due to habitat 
loss, and predation.  I’ve never seen anything quite like a pond 
brimming with polliwogs especially those with bulbous E.T. 

like heads and so seeing them wiggle and waggle was an 
exciting glimpse into the natural world of a native amphibian.

It’s not just the nature loving park folk who are giddy these 
days, the cultural loving population has been granted an early 
Christmas gift from the California Coastal Commission thanks 
to the tireless efforts of both California State Parks and Crystal 
Cove Alliance staff.  After four long years of negotiation, the 
coastal development permit for the final cottages to be 
restored in the Crystal Cove State Park Historic District has 

been approved and the road has now been paved for the 
remaining 17 cottages on the north beach to be renovated.  
Ultimately all the remaining cottages will be available for 
overnight rental, but there is a lot of work to be done before 
they are ushered into the system including:  constructing 
utility lines, re-building and securing the boardwalk, 
reconfiguring the registration parking lot, shoring up the slope 
behind the cottages, and creating a landscape design plan. 
Of most concern however, is re-estimating the costs for this 
project since the previous estimate was prepared four years 
ago.  Crystal Cove Alliance will then develop a fundraising 
campaign and once the funds are secured the infrastructure 
and site preparation will be completed followed by the 
cottage restoration.  That said, if all goes as planned and 
once funds have 
been raised, the 
two stages of 
development will 
be completed 
within 4-5 years 
and the public 
will enjoy an 
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additional 47,815 rental opportunities each year.  To read 
the copious articles written about this exciting development 
and to better understand the timeline of the project see the 
attached documents. 

In anticipation of all these new park visitors the Los Trancos lot 
has been getting the full beauty treatment.  My favorite aspect 
of this face lift is the new paved sidewalk which stretches 
from the Los Trancos kiosk along the road out to Pacific 
Coast Highway.  Until last week the path to the stoplight has 
been an uneven dirt trail which got muddy and gushy after 
even just a little sprinkle.  From a safety perspective and an 
aesthetic viewpoint I am absolutely thrilled. This sidewalk 
project was completed in the nick of time as our First Annual 
Art in the Park Ceremony is scheduled for Saturday, April 
1 in the Historic District.  We have never done anything quite 

like this before, 
but alongside 
“Eye of the Cove,” 
the Crystal Cove 
Alliance’s Spring 
Art Show, CCSP 
and CCA education 
staff has joined 
forces (and mighty 
forces at that) to 
inaugurate a day 
that celebrates 
the integration 
of art and nature 
specifically relating 
to the park.  From 
10am-4pm the 
Historic District will 

come alive with performances, workshops, demonstrations, 
and activities including:  jazz, bluegrass, and classical music, 
watercolor painting, a poetry workshop, Native American 
storytelling and basket weaving, and sea glass jewelry making.   
Microscopes will be set up to view plankton (arty looking 
organisms) in Cottage #22, visitors can learn the secrets of 
finding sea glass on a morning beach walk, and listen to a 
world renowned cellist in Cottage #34 in the afternoon.  This 
celebration is really shaping up to be a grand affaire.

To view the complete lineup of performers and activities 
or to register for one of the workshops visit www.
crystalcovealliance.org/artinthepark.

The other big happening in April is the birthday celebration 
of Mother Earth and on Saturday, April 22 from 9am-1pm 
(the actual date of the first Earth Day event ever in 1970) 

Crystal Cove State 
Park will welcome 
volunteers to 
participate in our 
annual Earth Day 
restoration and 
cleanup event.  
With a generous 
grant from the 
California State 
Parks Foundation 
we have purchased 
plants, tools, 
paint, and other 
necessities to 
embark on a day of 
park beautification.  
This year we will be 
planting, weeding, 

mulching, and watering in the Historic District, painting curbs 
and gates, staining bulletin boards and monument signs, 
repairing ramps, painting educational banners and cleaning 
the 3.5 miles of beach.  Earth Day is always a great opportunity 
for park lovers to get their hands dirty and see the immediate 
fruits of their labor.  To register visit www.calparks.org/
earthday 

The park is busy.  It’s spring break around the country and will 
continue to be a holiday time for the next few weeks.  I hope 
that means a lot of visitors will be around to enjoy the Spring 
Art Show and Art in the Park Celebration.  Art and nature 
seems to complement each other in many ways and Crystal 
Cove State Park provides a beautiful palette for painters, 
musicians, poets, and storytellers.  As Paul Cezanne said                                                                        
“Art is a harmony parallel with nature” 

See you in the Park

Winter

Lunch Down at the Cove” by Eileen McCullough
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