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Both of my high school sons are taking 
AP Language, a class in which they 

read and analyze non-fiction works.  As 
someone who believes that exposure 
to nature can be a panacea for 
many ills, I was pleased to see 
that their English teacher chose 
Richard Louv’s “Last Child in 
the Woods” as one of their 
assignments.  Neither Alex 
nor Zack enjoyed the book 
itself, but both certainly 
understood and agreed 
with its premise. Louv 
coined the term “nature-
deficit disorder,” and 
argued that kids today are 
alienated from nature and instead are holed 
up inside, engaged in technology, for fear of 
urban woes, or because there is simply no 
access to natural spaces.  My kids have been 
raised as outdoor people and although Alex 
can bury himself in a 500-page poetry book 
and Zack is perfectly content binge watching 
“The Office” while lounging on the couch, they 
are southern California kids who have grown 
up in a gorgeous and safe environment that 
has allowed them to enjoy outside recreation 
year round.  To further impress the notion of 
the importance of getting outdoors, the Los 
Angeles Times recently ran an article titled “In 
the City, nature can be a balm” and continued 
by saying “research suggests that listening to 
birds or noticing a tree can boost well-being.”  
This article resonated with me as I have been 
saying the exact same thing for 20+ years.  

For those who love nature, the 
National Park Service and the 
on-line magazine The Atlantic 

both offered a fun twist to Super 
Bowl Sunday called Superb 
Owl Sunday.  The Atlantic 
displayed a photographic essay 
celebrating these magnificent 

raptors in a special Sunday edition 
which captured neither Falcons 

(nor Patriots), but instead showed the 
immense beauty of the “superb owls” 

found throughout the world. Funny 
enough, of the 32 NFL teams, five are 
named after birds (no owls, but mighty 

eagles, falcons, and seahawks, which is not 
a real bird per se.)  And although I actually 
do enjoy watching the Super Bowl, I would 
rather see a Superb Owl any day.  The photos 
truly are “superb” and definitely worth a look.  
To see the 28 gorgeous owl photographs 
including our local Barn, Screech, Burrowing, 
and Great Horned click here. 

And then, just a few days later, I had my very 
own personal and exciting owl encounter.  I 
was walking out of the tunnel entering the 
Historic District and heard a raucous call 
from one of the eucalyptus trees along the 
walkway.  The alarmed creature was very loud, 
incessant and clearly disturbed.  It sounded 
like a monkey, but unless someone released 
a pet monkey into the park, I knew it couldn’t 
be.  Finally, I saw a large animal thrashing in 
the leaves of the tree then fly off and land on a 
power pole.  The sound came from a Cooper’s 
Hawk who was apparently aggrieved by the 
presence of two Great Horned Owls (GHO) 

Superb Owl Sunday

Great Horned Owl  
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who had presumably wrested 
control of its territory.  The hawk 
flew away after awhile, but the owls 
perched motionless and nearly 
invisible on a low branch hidden 
by foliage for the entire day. The 
indomitable Great Horned Owl 
typically usurps nests built by 
other species in whatever tree is 
available. They are monogamous 
birds who often remain on the 
same territory year round. Pairs, 
who may stay together for life, 
lay 1-4 eggs in late January or early 
February.  Female GHO sit on the nest and incubate their eggs 
for up to 37 days while the male hunts and delivers meals. 
When the babies hatch they are covered with white downy 
plumage and stay in the nesting area for up to six weeks.  
Fledglings remain in close company for several weeks, and 
although the parent owls often roost nearby, they move to a 
different tree in order to avoid the unrelenting begging from 
their off spring.  In fact, fledged owls remain with parents 
throughout most of the summer and may be seen begging for 
food into October, four to five months after leaving the nest.  
In all my years I don’t recall ever having seen nesting owls in 
the park and so I do hope they are successful (look for them in 
a tree above the green garages in the Historic District.)  

Our Great Horned Owls are in good company because 
according to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, “more than 700 
bird species breed in North America, and the variations 
in their behaviors are fascinating and complex. Different 
species find mates, build nests, lay eggs, 
and raise their young in incredibly 
different ways.” The day after I saw the 
pair of owls I had another avian encounter 
when a California Gnatcatcher (CAGN) 
practically flew into my face by the Reef 
Point restroom.  I was talking to a park 
visitor and listening to a pair of CAGN chat 
back and forth when suddenly one flew out 
from its hiding place and landed in the bushes in 
front of me.  Adults often remain together in pairs 
throughout the year on permanent territories so there is 
no extravagant mating display when their biological 
clocks awaken the nesting feelings. CAGN make 
their cup-like nests in dense low shrub, like that 
where I was standing, using grass, bark strips, 

leaves, spider webs, feathers, 
and animal hair. They lay 3-4 
eggs which are attended to by 
both parents who continue to 
nurture the naked, blind, and 
uncoordinated hatchlings for 
about two weeks. This near 
collision with the gnatcatcher 
was a reminder that bird-
nesting season started on 
February 15 for gnatcatchers 
and raptors who begin 
settling into their parenting 

responsibilities earlier than 
other species.  In the park that means no work or activities can 
be done that may harm, harass or disturb any nesting birds 
without having monitored a 
location first for possible 
nests. Bird nesting season 
is governed by the 
Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act of 1918 
(signed into law 
100 years ago) 
and protects 
all native North 
American 
bird species.  
Birds that are 
considered “non-
native species” such as the 
House Sparrow, Rock Pigeon and the European Starling are 
not protected, and many groups of hunted or game birds, 
including ducks, geese, doves, and many shorebirds are 
subject to limited protection and can be hunted in season.

Aside from the birds, other animal species are actively 
engaging in mating like behavior.  I walked through 

the Los Trancos tunnel the other day and observed a 
tiny, well camouflaged Pacific Treefrog (aka Pacific 

Chorus Frog)  perched just out of the creek. These 
little guys live in various places throughout the 

park and their loud and raucous “ribbets” 
awaken the “neighborhood” to the arrival 

of spring. Perhaps the most abundant 
amphibian on the west coast of 

North America, Pacific Treefrogs 
have a huge geographic 

Pacific Tree Frog  
(Pseudacris regilla)

California Gnatcatcher
(Polioptila californica)
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area and can be found (and heard) from sea level to deserts, 
mountains and redwood forests. Pacific Treesfrogs are only 1-2”, 
but the volume and intensity of their calls makes them seem 
like giants, especially during the peak of the breeding season 
when large numbers of males gather on the same nights.  
During these breeding choruses, males sit near the water’s 
edge, and use different types of vocalizations to communicate. 
“Encounter” calls are used between aggressive males, whereas 
“advertisement” calls are intended to establish territory, repel 
rival males and to attract females. As the male “ribbets” away, 
female Pacific Treefrogs approach and choose a partner.  
Deciding on a mate is not random, but rather dependent on the 
frequency of the advertisement calls.  Males usually make the 
call in or near bodies of water near areas that are attractive to a 
female as a good place to lay her eggs.  The Los Trancos creek is 
a perfect place for frog breeding.  Keep and eye, and an ear, out 
when passing through the tunnel.  What an exciting spot.

I am a social media Neanderthal.  I don’t have Facebook, don’t 
tweet, post photos on Instagram or have even glanced at 
snapchat.  Interpreter Francesca, however, a millennial who 
has grown up with this stuff, is working hard to ensure that 
Crystal Cove State Park is represented by all these modern 
social media platforms.  We now have official park social 
media accounts on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. 
Our primary goal is to share our interpretive messaging in a 
new digital format as well as to reach large audiences with 
important public safety and visitor service messages.  The aim 
is to cultivate our existing park community and engage with 
our visitors both before, during and after their visit to the park.  
We are always looking for updated content, so if you would 
like to contribute your pictures please send them to francesca.
manheim@parks.ca.gov  Below are the links to each page, 
check them out. 

Instagram Twitter Facebook

And then there are those of us who still like books; reading, 
smelling, and holding real books.  The Crystal Cove 
Conservancy is hosting a book signing this Sunday, February 
25 from 11am-1pm of “Crystal Cove Cottages: Islands in 
Time on the California Coast” 2nd Edition with co-author, 

Laura Davick, Founder 
and Vice President of 
The Conservancy. Laura 
will share “insider” 
stories about her life 
growing up at the 
Cove including the rich 
and colorful history of 
what is now the 12-
acre Historic District 
and about the final 
capstone North Beach 
Restoration Project.  
According to the Conservancy, “this is more than just a book 
signing.  We are excited to raise awareness for completing 
the restoration of the final 17 cottages and to protect this 
national jewel for future generations.” The Sunday program will 
include a Q&A session, book signing and a 15-minute tour and 
overview on the sand in front of the North Beach Cottages. 
Books will be sold at the event, can be purchased at the Park 
Interpretive Store or on the Conservancy’s website https://
crystalcove.org.  All proceeds from book sales will be donated 
to support the mission of Crystal Cove Conservancy. 

For me personally, 2018 will bring several milestones.  My 
husband and I will celebrate 25 years of wedded bliss, our 
son Alex will graduate from high school and head off to a 
still unknown location for University, and as of last Saturday, 
February 17, I will have spent the past 20 years as an 
interpretive naturalist at Crystal Cove State Park.  I believe 
I can say that nobody else can boast 20 consecutive years 
working at this alluring state park. I was incredibly fortunate 
when all those years ago Supervising Ranger Mike Eaton and 
Ranger Greg Scott interviewed me for a seasonal position. 
Those two dedicated public servants, both retired now, were 
my mentors and guided me into the wonderful world of parks.  
I know I am blessed to have spent the better part of my career, 
amongst many other things, teaching thousands of school 
children about protecting our environment and sharing my 
passion and joy for the natural world with the public.  I love my 
job, I love my park and so it is with enormous pride that I wish 
myself a “Happy 20 year anniversary.”

I go to nature to be soothed and healed, and to have my senses 
put in tune once more – John Burroughs

Winter
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