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M

y morning
alarm
clock doesn’t
beep, buzz, or blare,
rather I awaken to
“caw-caw-caw, ch-chAmerican Crow
chatter or coo-oo oo.”
(Corvus brachyrhynchos)
The caws can be uproarious,
especially at 6am, as hundreds
of crows traverse our canyon using
it as a thoroughfare from their night time
roosting spot near Saddleback College to their
diurnal smorgasbord at the coast. The raspy
chattering call comes from a pair of Bullock’s Orioles who use
the fibers from the palm tree outside my bedroom window
to weave a nest. This communication allows them to stay in
contact while they are building their nest, mobbing other birds
(or being mobbed,) when scolding one another, or to signal
alarm. Finally, the soft and sorrowful cooing heard each day
at dawn comes from our sweet Mourning Doves, probably
bachelor males who are looking for love. On the May gray or
June gloom kind of days this mournful call seems apropos,
but its much harder to sympathize with the unmated birds
in the sunny days of summer. Once they do find mates, they
are monogamous and form strong pair bonds. In fact, they
are not only partners in breeding and nesting, but in feeding
the young. Unlike other males who simply bring a worm
or a squirrel to the chicks, both mom and dad Mourning
Doves secrete a substance from their crop known as crop
milk or pigeon milk that is loaded with protein and fat and
resembles cottage cheese in both look and smell. Baby
doves love the stuff and drink it for 1-2 weeks until
they leave the nest.
Even though Northern
Mockingbird males
don’t regurgitate
yummy crop
milk and feed
their chicks,
they

care for the
fledglings even after
the female moves
on to lay another
nest. The naked,
blind, and helpless
chicks need all the
love they can get for
at least two weeks
until they are ready
to move out into
the great big world.
Northern Mockingbird (Mimus polyglottos)
As spring gives
lbergman1althouse.wordpress.com
way to summer the
nesting birds will fly
away. But, even though summer is officially here, many baby
birds need a little while longer. Why just the other day I heard
the LOUD and incessant crying from some hungry juvenile
mockingbirds. The nest was placed in a coyote brush scrub
near the Ranger Station and as I discretely walked past and
peered inside, I saw three open, gaping mouths desperately
hoping that a juicy grasshopper or a tasty beetle would be
dropped inside. Their mouths were oversized and cartoonish
and the baby birds cried and squawked like any hungry baby
would. It was a precious sight to see these young’uns crying
for their mother,
but since I didn’t want to
throw the mama off her
Mourning Doves
groove, I didn’t stay
(Zenaida macroura)
long.
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When the fire broke out a few
weeks back in Aliso and Wood
Wilderness Park I wondered
and worried about not only the
potential human toll, but also
of the effects on wildlife. With
brush that hasn’t burned in “100 years” this fire could have been
devastating. Our neighborhood is literally over the hill from Aliso
& Wood and with the heavy brush burning below the Top of the
World area and behind Soka University our home was in the
County
danger zone. I was in Long BeachOrange
when
theRegister
burn began blazing
and when I finally made it back into Laguna Beach I could see
blue sky to the north and blue sky to the south, but the area of
gray, smoky sky was looming directly over my neighborhood.
We were still a hill away, and weren’t seeing any flames, but I
immediately mobilized into action. “Zack, grab the hose and
start spraying down the brush behind the house.” “Alex, start
collecting clothes and valuables and pile them in the garage in
case we need to hastily depart.” My husband, who was out of
town, was calling and texting and trying to offer counsel and
suggestions. I never really panicked, but rather tried to stay calm,
and level headed (not normally my strong suit.) By sunset the
prediction was hopeful as the weather conditions were favorable
and a marine layer was expected to move inland. In the end,
1,500 Laguna Beach residents had been evacuated and 175
acres of wilderness was charred, but no lives were lost and no
structures were destroyed. Fortunately, due to the super human
work of firefighters and first-responders, disaster was averted but,
undoubtedly myriad unseen wildlife and plants fared differently.
Unless there are bodies to assess, it is virtually impossible
to determine how many organisms, from apex predators

like coyotes and bobcats to
microscopic soil microbes burned
or suffocated. I haven’t been to
the burn area, but can assume
that seeds are beginning to
sprout as wildfire is a natural part
of our wilderness ecosystem. By next spring hopefully the land
will have recovered to a healthy, thriving state so that we will see
wildflowers blooming that we haven’t seen in years and maybe
some birds and other animals will follow.
At this time of year we spend
a lot of time exploring the
tidepools and are often
rewarded with observations
of rarely seen organisms.
Volunteer Tim Arehart
Nudibranch (Chromodoris annae) Tim Arehart
spotted the most brilliant
nudibranch, Porter’s Chromodoris Nudibranch at Treasure
Cove and interpreter Alex found a cluster of Green Bubble
Snails. Just today park and Conservancy staff took part in the
Bioblitz (an annual effort to record as many species within a
designated location and time period as possible) and scoured
the tidepools south of the cottages for intertidal treasures.
The most exciting experience was when a Two-Spotted
Octopus darted out from under a rock and grabbed Holly’s
hand (I missed this, but saw the dramatic video.) We saw
three different species of sea stars and innumerable sea hares,
both California and Brown as well as countless coils of their
eggs. During this busy season of intertidal exploration I am
often asked questions about the biology and ecology of the
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species we see and because Striped Shore
Crabs, Pachygrapsus crassipes, are abundant
right now in the tidepools (they are all over
the rocks, in between cracks and crevices,
in the water, and under ledges,) I have
been asked several times about Striped
Shore Crab reproduction. Both male and
female of this species reach sexual maturity
within the first year after hatching with the
females becoming ovigerous (able to carry
eggs) between April and September. In
order to mate, a male finds a female before
she is ready to molt and carries her around
underneath his body for several days. Once
she molts, the pair copulate. The female
then creates a cavity to lay her eggs by
burrowing in the sand. The eggs don’t stay
buried though instead the female attaches
them to her legs, perhaps as many as 50,000,
and carries them around for several months.
After hatching, the shore crab larvae float around as plankton
for 2-3 years and then settle as young crabs, finally reaching
maturity after around a year.
Summertime means many things in the park, and snake
season is just one of them. I have walked the Pelican Point
boardwalk literally thousands of times in my tenure in the
park, but just recently while walking out to the point with a
group of students (probably my favorite spot in the whole darn
park) I spotted a Gopher Snake slithering across the planks
from one side to the other. After a few photo opps and a lot
of oohing and ahhing at this stunning vista, my group began
the return trip to the bluff trail. In practically the same spot (I
kid you not) I watched as a King Snake sidled its way also from
one side of the boardwalk to the other. Neither of these local
reptiles are venomous, but for many people the mere idea of
a snake elicits a visceral reaction (and sometimes a shudder
and scream.) Sharks are the coastal companions of snakes and
therefore also evoke terror amongst humans. These sharptoothed, quick-swimming predators haunt the dreams of many
a beachgoer and even though statistically sharks pose very
little threat to humans the thought of sharing the ocean with
them (any shark species) is terrifying to many. Most of our
local species are small, harmless, bottom feeders who swim
close to shore searching for bivalves and other invertebrates
burrowed under the sand, but in recent years the sightings of
Great White Sharks have become more frequent in southern

California. Recently I attended a workshop with
a panel of shark experts, bite victims, and those
working to mitigate shark/human interactions.
Once such solution is for surfers and divers (even
swimmers) to wear black and white striped
wetsuits (think old time prisoners) instead of solid
black thus differentiating a human from a marine
mammal. Another innovative solution comes
from a company marketing an ocean monitoring
platform that can track sharks in heavily used
waters. Clever Buoy is designed to be installed
beyond the surf zone and with sonar transducers
mounted on the ocean floor coupled with
detection software the system creates a “virtual
net” capable of determining shark like movement
patterns. Lifeguards receive notification within
seconds and are able to alert swimmers to the
presence of a shark nearby. The system has been
successful in Western Australia where Great White
Sharks are prolific and from what I understand, is
being “shopped” in Newport Beach. Check it out.
Just like the Northern Mockingbird chicks who leave the nest
after two weeks to start life on their own soon my son Alex will
be venturing off on his own after 18 years of nurturing by his
parents (perhaps even some “Tiger Mom” like behavior from
his female parent.) Soon he will be on the complete other side
of the Pacific Ocean in Singapore, attending college, traveling
around Southeast Asia, making friends from all over the world,
and creating his own narrative. As each day passes and I become
more accustomed to the reality, I realize that having grown up
with parents who have taken him and his brother on international
journeys since they were very young Alex’s decision to study
abroad is really quite fitting. We will miss him deeply while he
forges an unchartered path and although Singapore is a very long
way away, (8,810 miles to be exact) home will always be waiting
for him. Just as John Burroughs wrote:
“The homing instinct in birds and animals is one of their most
remarkable traits: their strong local attachments and their skill
in finding their way back when removed to a distance. It seems
at times as if they possessed some extra sense – the home
sense – which operates unerringly. “
Breathing deeply…
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