The

Crystal Cover
June 2017

Night Owl Neighbors
M

Western Screech Owl (Megascops
kennicottii) Kristian Skybak

A letter from Winter
Bonnin, Crystal Cove
State Park Interpretive
Naturalist and
Volunteer Coordinator

y family has been adopted by a Western Screech Owl and it has
made me absolutely giddy. Off and on for more than a year now
we have heard the unusual call of this nocturnal hooter mostly in the wee
hours of the morning. I hadn’t heard it for awhile then one early morning
last week my son Zack calmly said “mom, there’s an owl in the tree outside
my window staring at me.” My boys live in a loft about 35 feet from ground
level and are at perfect eye line with the crook of a Silky Oak tree. This tiny
eight inch bird has eluded me for a long time and so I quietly crept upstairs
and came face to beautiful face with our neighborhood Western Screen
Owl (WESO.) I determined the owl had just returned home after a night
of hunting as they are strictly nocturnal and begin their nighttime prowls
about 45 minutes after the sun has set and return to roost within 30 minutes
of the start of the day. Their style of hunting is to “wait and sit” for prey then
dropping down from their perch and surprising their meal. They eat all sorts
of critters including insects, small mammals, birds, snakes, lizards, and frogs.
Because they are cavity nesters I have been hoping that the “Bonnin” owl
would make a nest in our tree and I could lovingly watch the entire nesting
process from the laying of the eggs, incubation of the eggs, and the final hatching
of the owlets. Apparently, this was exactly what was happening, just out of our
view. Within a two-week period we went from hearing one male WESO, to seeing
an owl in the tree, to confronting six yellow eyes and three bobbing heads in another
tree off our deck. According to Audubon, head bobs are a common owl behavior
which allows the owl to judge the position and distance of things around it. Since they
are unable to move their eyeballs, this “head-bobbing helps make up for an anatomical
limitation and enables them to triangulate on objects, including potential prey, and to build
a composite picture of its surroundings.” Check out this site to view the cool “bob” http://
www.audubon.org/news/why-do-owls-bob-their-heads. This is a very special experience
for my family, we are thrilled that the parents chose our property to nest and raise their fluffy
adorable chicks. I check on them each morning when I awake and as soon as I return home from
work. I am smitten.
A few weeks ago I observed what I thought was a hummingbird; it looked like a
hummingbird, and acted like a hummingbird, but something was askew. Turns
out it wasn’t a hummer or even a bird, but rather a White-lined
sphinx moth which is also known as the “hawk moth” or the
“hummingbird moth” because of its hovering, swift flight patterns.
Their size, combined with their rapid wing beats, allows them to
hover over plants and feed in the same fashion of hummingbirds and
thus my confusion. These insects have a chunky body, long, narrow
forewings and shorter hindwings, with wingspans in some species reaching
eight inches (there are 124 species identified just in the USA alone.) Sphinx
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moths have a long proboscis which can exceed 10 inches
in some species (whereas a hummingbirds bill and tongue
combination can exceed eight inches) which they use to
slurp up nectar from honeysuckle, thistles, and jimsonweed
and the White-lined sphinx moth, in particular, has a five
inch wingspan, the same as an Anna’s hummingbird, a very
common CCSP resident. Typically Sphinx moths emerge at
sunset to start their day, but the one I saw along the trail
leading to Moro Canyon was in full sun and drinking from a
patch of non-native star thistles. And although I haven’t seen
the larvae of this species at least one Trail Assistant spotted
about 10 of these huge (3½ inches) caterpillars undulating
along No Dogs Trail. They are voracious eaters and love
wildflowers including California fuchsia, lupine and primrose,
but most interesting about this insect is that the caterpillars
migrate underground to metamorphose into adult moths,
who then dig their way to the surface. Mating occurs shortly
thereafter, with females laying as many as 1,000 eggs on the
underside of food plants. That would be a cool sight to see.
This spring
the beautiful
Blue
elderberry
shrub is
prolifically
blooming
throughout
the park.
On the
drive up the Blue Elderberry (Sambucus cerulea) Oregon State University
road to the
Ranger Station, along the Los Trancos path to the tunnel, and
even along the boardwalk at Pelican Point, a place where
the elderberry shrubs have been seemingly dead for years,
tiny sweet smelling flowers are covering the trees. Maybe
it was the harmonious combination of sunshine and rain
water, but I have never seen this lovely shrub so abundantly
adorned before. According to Bob Allen’s brilliant book
Wildflowers of Orange County and the Santa Ana Mountains,
Blue elderberry flowers don’t produce nectar and so visiting
insects including bees, flies, and beetles, only do so to collect
pollen. Or maybe they are interested in the little blue fruits
which are an important food source for many birds including
quail, bluebirds, and orioles (squirrels too,) and deer who
enjoy the stems and leaves. Although I have heard that the
berries are toxic to humans, the USDA says “Elderberries are
quite edible. The blue or purple berries are gathered and made

into elderberry wine, jam, syrup, and pies. The entire flower
cluster can be dipped in batter and fried, while petals can be
eaten raw or made into a fragrant and tasty tea. The flowers
add an aromatic flavor and lightness to pancakes or fritters.”
Blue elderberry was an extremely useful ethnobotanical plant
for California’s Native Americans (flutes, bows, medicinal
teas,) was highly prized by the Spaniards who made a rich
sauce from the berries, and was even considered a “Holy Tree
capable of restoring good health, keeping good health, and
as an aid to longevity” during the Middle Ages. But even with
all its attributes that are useful for humans, I like the Blue
elderberry most for its gnarled trunks, showy flowers and for
its unparalleled beauty.
Speaking of beauty, every day is different at Crystal Cove
State Park. I could walk the same path or the same trail each
day for a week and see, hear and smell never-before-seen,
occasionally spotted, or unusual encounters. On a recent
walk I had the good luck
to observe: a Common
Buckeye butterfly (neverbefore-seen,) a Western
Skink (occasionally spotted,)
a Black-headed Grosbeak
(also occasionally spotted
during the summer breeding
season) and several plants
including Coyote tobacco
Common Buckeye (Junonia coenia)
and Chia (unusual sighting.)
The Buckeye butterfly, probably a male was perched on the
bare ground presumably awaiting a female. Apparently
the males are pugnacious and will dart from their perch to
investigate any insect flying in their territory. If the intruder is
a female however, he will follow her closely, but if it’s a male
he will chase it away with forceful, rapid wing blows. The skink
was observed skirting through the brush, but I got a glimpse
of the characteristic bright blue tail. Like many reptiles,
skinks can detach their tail if a predator catches them. The
neon blue tail continues to move though independently and
vigorously distracting the predator while the skink tries to
escape. Eventually the tail will regenerate, but may be oddly
shaped and not as brilliantly blue as its original tail. I heard
the Black-headed Grosbeak before seeing it, but there was
no mistaking this dazzling black, white, and cinnamon male
who was singing from the tree tops. Alongside the female,
males equally participate in the breeding process and share
the duties of incubating the eggs, feeding the young, and
fiercely defending the nesting territory. During the winter,
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Black-headed Grosbeaks head to the mountains of Mexico
where Monarch butterflies spend the season. Unfortunately,
for the latter, these feisty birds are one of their few predators
as they are semi-immune to the toxins in the Monarch which
make them poisonous to most birds, but a tasty treat for the
grosbeaks.
The mating season is still
robust and vibrant. In fact,
in our office, in his cage,
our very own male Rosy
Boa, Roosevelt has been
awfully rambunctious lately.
Normally he is curled in a
ball all day inside his box
on top of the heater. When
we take him out to meet
eager students he performs
by slithering adorably on
Rosy Boa (Lichanura trivirgata) Roosevelt getting the ground and patiently
to know Zack Bonnin (Homo sapiens)
allowing children to take one
finger and gently touch his
scales. The last week though he has not stopped moving.
This seems to happen each year around this time and so, as
one might expect, he is presumably looking for a girlfriend.
In the wild rosy boas mate in May and June, and the female
gives birth to between three to eight babies after a 130 day
gestation period, around October or November. When the
female is about to give birth she becomes restless and often
sheds her skin. The rosy boa is a viviparous snake species,
meaning female snakes incubate fertilized eggs inside their
bodies (unlike most snakes who lay eggs) and give birth to live
young. The “hatchlings” are born inside a protective membrane
that they split open to free themselves with an egg tooth. The
newborn resemble the adult snakes both in shape and color
patterns, and once they hatch are on their own. Although it
would be kind of exciting to have a bunch of little Roosevelts
slithering around, we are definitely not introducing a female
anytime soon.
Observing the breeding and mating rituals of nature is
invigorating but lately we’ve also encountered death as many
local marine mammals and sea birds have fallen victim to
an insidious disease. It’s not the first time that domoic acid
toxicosis has muddied our waters, but in the last few weeks
there has been an unusually high number of strandings and
deaths on our local southern California beaches and although
it has not yet been confirmed domoic acid is thought to be the

culprit. Domoic acid is produced by algae and accumulates
in shellfish, sardines, and anchovies which are then eaten
by sea lions, otters, cetaceans and birds. Exposure to the
biotoxin affects the brain which causes the animals to become
lethargic, appear disoriented, and have seizures that can
cause an ugly death. At this time of year, during the pupping
season, pregnant adult female seals and sea lions are the most
susceptible to the poisoning as they eat twice as much fish
while awaiting the birth of their babies. To report a sick marine
mammal on the beach at Crystal Cove State Park visitors are
urged to contact Pacific Marine Mammal Center at 949-4943050 or to report a distressed bird call Wetlands and Wildlife
Care Center at 714-374-5587. Visitors are also urged to not
touch or even approach a sick animal and to stay at least 100
yards away from the animal.
As if poisoned pinnipeds or rambunctious rosy’s aren’t enough
activity around here, the biggest news to hit Crystal Cove State
Park this month is that after 18 years of non-profit service,
the Crystal
Cove Alliance
has changed
its name to the
Crystal Cove
Conservancy.
To see their
new logo check out their new web site see www.crystalcove.
org and to read the whole scoop about the transition and
what the future plans are for the organization see the
official press release at https://crystalcove.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/05/article_CCA_transitions_to_Crystal_Cove_
Conservancy_FINAL.5.23.17.pdf.
When it comes to the season of spring and nature, mating,
breeding, nesting, and parenting are synonymous. Everywhere
there is evidence; high up in the trees, below the earth, in piles
of leaves, in holes in the ground, and even along the sand (a
snowy plover pair was just discovered nesting along the busy
beach of Huntington State Beach.) Spring is exhilarating, as
English writer Graham Swift wrote:
“All nature’s creatures join to express nature’s purpose.
Somewhere in their mounting and mating, rutting and butting is
the very secret of nature. “

Winter

