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I will always remember May 1, 2018.  First my son Zack ran a 
mile in 5 minutes, 25 seconds, breaking his record at the final 

track meet of the school year.  My son Alex hit the “commit” 
button to attend Yale-NUS College in Singapore, an exciting 
and emotional life-changing event, and it rained (not quite 
on the same level as my first-born moving to the other side of 
the world, but memorable nonetheless.)  It was early evening 
and I was searching through websites reading anything and 
everything related to Singapore when I heard a sound outside 
my bedroom window.  I opened the balcony door and was 
shocked by what made the sound.  It was rain, sweet smelling 
rain dropping onto my deck.  According to the park’s seasonal 
rain gauge records, only a mere 0.06 rain 
fell on May 1, but it was enough to clean 
the air, and give the plants a much needed 
drink.  According to the 2018 rain tally, 
since the beginning of the year we have 
received just 3.65 inches of water from 
the sky, but any precipitation is welcome 
and so, May 1 was a day to remember for 
several indelible reasons.

Later that week I took a large and energetic 
group of 2nd graders hiking on the three 
mile loop trail in the backcountry.  In the 
short walk from the Ranger Station to the 
No Dogs trailhead we saw and heard a 
bounty of park residents including:  a 
flock of quail flying through the air, a pair 

of cottontails eating grass, a bright and bold male house finch 
singing at the top of his syrinx (vocal organ,) a deer walking up 
Moro Canyon, and a young red-tailed hawk peering out of the 
nest located atop a cell tower by the trail head.  This plethora 
of wildlife less than 100 yards from the Ranger Station made 
for an exhilarating start.  The following day, I took students 
romping on the coastal side of the park and had an equally 
impressionable morning.  Dolphins were swimming so close 
to shore we could have swam amongst them.  I played with 
an octopus who wrapped first one, than two, than three tiny 
tentacles around my wrist, and then watched swallows in 
abundance circling above the sand and up along the bluff 

trail near the boardwalk.  I’ve also observed 
some oddities of late.  First I saw a Great 
Blue Heron sitting on the telephone wire 
along Laguna Canyon Road near Laguna 
Coast Wilderness Park.  It’s not unusual to 
see birds chatting it up on phone lines, 
but a Great Blue Heron?   Even odder was 
watching a gopher snake slithering along 
the rocks in the tidepools at Pelican Point.  
Finally, some visitors showed me photos 
of a jar they discovered washed up ashore 
on the beach near 3.5 Cove containing a 
mass of unidentified brown squishy marine 
organisms.  I’m still not sure what they are 
or how they wound up in a jar, but they 
may have come across the Pacific like a 
message in a bottle.

Common Dolphin 
Delphinus delphis
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Barn Swallow
Hirundo rustica

The swallows, both Northern Rough-wing 
and Barn, have been extremely active in 
the park: in the backcountry, along the 
bluff top, and even on the beach, more so 
than I have ever observed before.   Coastal 
southern California is not generally a buggy 
place, but with the abundance of these wide-
mouthed insectivores, who eat hundreds of 
flying prey each day, it makes me wonder where all 
the bugs are coming from and why they are here. Cliff 
Swallows (the ones romanticized in San Juan Capistrano 
Mission lore,) may also be flying amongst the others as 
it is breeding season and all three species nest in our local 
areas. Cliff Swallows forage during the day in groups from 2 
to more than 1,000 birds feeding on the “wing” in open areas. 
They aren’t very choosy and will eat anything from bees to 
beetles to butterflies preferring large swarms (easy pickings.) 
Barn Swallows, on the other hand, usually snatch large single 
insects rather than feeding on swarms of smaller prey. And 
then the Northern Rough-wings snatch small flying insects in 
mid-air.  No matter which swallows are enjoying the park these 
days, these graceful acrobatics birds who snag insects on the 
fly by darting, swooping, 
and diving through the 
sky and are a joy to watch.  

Last month it was the 
nesting owls that caught 
the attention of park 
staff, but this month it’s 
a tiny jewel nesting in an 
inconspicuous spot in the 
bustling Historic District 
that has us all aflutter.  A 
beautiful female Allen’s 
Hummingbird is sitting 
on her tiny eggs (think 
jelly belly or tic tac) in her 
tiny camouflaged nest 
in a Toyon by the shuttle 
stop.  Each day hundreds 
of park visitors pass by the 
nest completely unaware 
that new life is “brewing” 
just a few feet away. Allen 
Hummingbirds nest in 
trees or shrubs from 2–50 

feet above the ground. They build their nests using spider 
webs, fibers, sycamore fluff, and downy material from 

willows and other soft plants and often situate them 
close to shady streams (in this case, not far from the 

Los Trancos creek.) It takes 1-2 weeks to build a nest 
and after nearly three weeks the two helpless 

nestlings will hatch. The young will stay at 
home several more weeks while the mother 

continues to feed them, after which, 
they are on their own.  These dazzling, 

dainty birds, who only reach 3 
½ inches at best, are seen year 
round in the park drinking nectar 

from favorites like Bush Monkeyflower, Indian Paintbrush, and 
Fuchsia-flowered Gooseberry and catching insects on the fly, 
just like the swallows.

While our Resource Management team was working on a 
project in the Bowl (the area in the backcountry at the bottom 
of West Cut Across trail,) they stumbled upon some unusual 
looking scat that turned out to be from a Coast Horned 
Lizard.  Scat itself is a reliable indicator of who is living in the 

park and since we rarely see 
this native reptile, finding their 
droppings is evidence that 
one or more are residing in 
the backcountry.  The Coast 
Horned Lizard is a ground 
dweller who is most active 
during warm weather, but 
burrows underground when 
it’s too cold or too hot and 
have an intriguing and unique 
defense mechanism to protect 
themselves from predators.  
Not only do they blend 
naturally into the scrubby 
ground cover and bury 
themselves into loose soil, 
they have the extraordinary 
ability to squirt blood from 
their eyes. I have observed this 
marvelous peculiarity, albeit 
on a YouTube video, where 
a lizard being chased by a 
coyote finally stopped running 
and shot blood  from the sides 

Allen’s Hummingbird
Selasphorus sasin

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GgB4u6Mgy2M
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of its eyes directly at the unsuspecting predator (who 
then ran in circles to get away.) Also known as 
Horny Toads (because of their squat-like 
appearance and resemblance to a 
toad,) these small, wide, flattened, 
lizards, with spiked scales on a 
rounded body, and horns 
surrounding a large head 
move slowly, but can 
run very fast when 
threatened.  The 
Coast Horned Lizard 
is presently listed as a “Species of Special Concern” by both 
Federal and State governments mostly because of habitat 
destruction and because their food supply, the native Western 
Harvester Ant is disappearing. So even though the crew that 
found the scat didn’t find the lizard itself, seeing the poop of 
this rarely seen reptile is a promising sign.

Normally projects taken an inordinate amount of time to 
be completed in the park, but in a very short time after 
having begun installation, the new entrance and exit at the 
Los Trancos lot is ready for a soft opening.  In fact, this is 
happening as I write.  Essentially, the parking area will now be 
equipped with double the inbound and double the outbound 
lanes as well as an automated parking system, like at airports 
or upscale shopping centers.  In addition to serving our 
“customers” better, this new system will count available spaces 
which will be displayed by monitors throughout the lot.  Park 
visitors will know how many spots can be found to the right 
of the entrance kiosk and to the left of the kiosk.  Hopefully all 
these improvements will help eliminate the traffic which can 
be insufferable in the summer and on many weekends.  

At our annual continuing education workshop, retired Park 
Ranger and shark expert Jim Serpa talked about how some 
female sharks lay eggs and give birth without having ever 
come into contact with a male.  Parthenogenesis, derived from 
the Greek words for “virgin birth,” is a form of reproduction 
in which an egg can develop into an embryo without being 

fertilized by a sperm. Several insect 
species including aphids, bees, 
and ants are known to reproduce 

by parthenogenesis, also known as 
asexual reproduction.  At an Australian 
aquarium a captive female Zebra Shark 

(or Leopard Shark, I have seen both species 
touted in the news) named 

Leonie, who hadn’t been around 
a male shark in three years, laid 
eggs that hatched three viable 
pups.  Scientists don’t know for 

sure why sharks, snakes, and other creatures that normally 
need mates to reproduce will sometimes just spontaneously 
get pregnant although some have hypothesized that such 
pregnancies were due to females storing up sperm from past 
mating encounters, something they can do for years. But that 
theory was discounted after several sharks gave birth even 
though they had no contact with any male sharks for years.  So 
whether Leonie was a Zebra or a Leopard shark, and whether 
she had stored sperm from previous encounters with a male, 
producing babies solo, without fertilization, is an “arousing” 
phenomenon.  

At a staff meeting recently Park Superintendent Lewis started 
the meeting with an “ice breaker” and asked everyone to name 
their favorite state park.  In order to have given a thoughtful 
reply I would have had to recall each park I had ever visited 
and my experiences there.  In the end, no matter if I had hours 
to ponder the question I most likely would have still come up 
with the same answer…Crystal Cove State Park.  Anyone who 
loves this park totally gets it.  After all these years, Crystal Cove 
has gotten under my fingernails, into my bloodstream and has 
burrowed deep inside my soul.  As Helen Keller said: The best 
and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or 
even touched.  They must be felt with the heart.

See you in the Park!

Winter

Coast Horned Lizard  
Phrynosoma coronatum


