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who so iconically represent our southern California coastal
I have just
environs. I see this spectacle regularly
returned from a trip to the
and still stood transfixed and
south. I spent 10 days in Georgia
mesmerized, so imagine what
where my husband has been working
it must be like for a visitor who
for several months on
has never seen the splendor of a
a Disney movie (think
Brown Pelican. Like many other birds,
of the Disneyland ride
pelicans often fly in a V-formation, but
“Jungle Cruise” and now
not all have an impressive seven
imagine it as a feature length
foot wingspan! It’s a strategy
film!) Son Alex has left for his
for the birds who conserve
new life in Singapore and son
energy by taking
Zack traveled to the Emerald Isle
advantage of the
with the Laguna Beach High School
“upwake field”
Cross Country team and after all the
made by the
emotion of graduation and preparing
wings of the
Alex to move far, far away, I needed a
Brown Pelican
bird in front
little downtime. I loved Georgia and spent a lot
(Pelecanus occidentalis)
of them (all
of time amongst the trees and along the creeks. What a
except for the leader of the pack who doesn’t get the benefit.)
different world. Three things that stuck out for me in particular
Additionally, flying in formation allows the birds to beat their
were the heat (oh yes, the sticky, sweaty heat,) the trees
wings less frequently and to soar for longer periods saving
(Atlanta is often referred to as a “City in a Forest” and a “Tree
even more energy. Sometimes Brown Pelicans are seen gliding
Haven” because of the large lush tree canopy covering much
nearly at eye level as they fly close to the water’s surface in an
of its area,) and the gushing waterfalls (when was the last
energy efficient manner known as the “ground effect” which
time we had even a trickle around our hometown?) It was
changes the airflow pattern around the wings and makes
refreshing to be in a land so green and vibrant and along
flying seemingly effortless.
with trees and waterfalls come insects, bats, birds and lots of
other urban wildlife. Being in a different ecosystem means
discovering unfamiliar flora and fauna which means taking
One of my favorite parts of the naturalist job is identification
photos, doing research to identify the species and ultimately
and it’s particularly intriguing when I am trying to identify
coming away with a new trove of natural treasures not found
something I don’t quite recognize. Sure I may be able to
in Laguna Beach.
narrow it down by family, but in order to really nail it down
I take out my tool box of existing knowledge and begin
chiseling away. For example, on a
Back home, I was enjoying a sunset picnic with family
recent trip to Descanso Gardens what
and friends on a grassy knoll overlooking one of Laguna’s
first looked like Mourning Doves on
spectacular beaches (Treasure Island Park, to be exact,) and
steroids I determined were Bandas the sky darkened and the lights from the nearby homes
tailed Pigeons based on the feet and
twinkled the breathtaking view resembled a picturesque
the beak. Next what resembled an
Mediterranean postcard. At one point I heard a young boy
Alligator Lizard turned out to be a
excitedly yell to his mom “look up in the sky” which she and
Coastal (or Western) Whiptail clearly
I both did and then both marveled at the sight of a flock of
distinguished by the long flexible tail.
Brown Pelicans in a perfectly symmetrical V-formation. I
Band-tailed Pigeon
Here in the park, after what I initially
quickly counted 37 of these graceful prehistoric looking birds
(Patagioenas fasciata)
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thought was one of our resident (and pesky) California Ground
Squirrels after closer inspection turned out to be an invasive
Eastern Fox Squirrel. Although these mammals have been
hanging around southern California since the early 1900’s
they are very adaptable, aggressive (with other species of
squirrels,) and fare so well in urban environments
that they drive the native squirrels away.
These large reddish-brown, fluffy-tailed
squirrels are adept climbers with their sharp,
curved claws and unusually flexible ankle
joints which allow them to rotate their
feet 180 degrees when they descend
tree trunks head-first. Eastern
Fox Squirrels can also hang
by their hind limbs while
grasping food in their
front feet, a strange
White-tailed Kite
image to be
(Elanus leucurus)
sure. The one
critter I saw
was feasting
on walnuts
having scaled the Black Walnut tree along the Los Trancos
trail. Although I was surprised, never having seen this species
in the park before, the Eastern Fox Squirrel typically inhabits
open woodlands and is commonly found in habitats with trees
County Register
that produce nuts which can be Orange
stored
over winter, such as
oaks, hickories, walnuts and pines. I don’t know if this one has
friends (although hard to imagine we have a lone Eastern Fox
Squirrel) but if this species ends up muscling out our natives
from their own turf the ecosystem repercussions could be dire.
Fox squirrels may not be a species we want to see in the park,
but a White-tailed Kite, is absolutely welcome. For years a
pair of these small, elegant raptors gracefully circled around
the boardwalk at Pelican Point. I would often see them on my
park strolls hovering while hunting for rodents and small birds.
And then one day they were gone and we hadn’t see a Whitetailed Kite for a long time. So, it was quite an unexpected
pleasure to see one hunched in a Sycamore tree along the
fringe of the Los Trancos parking lot head down feeding on an
undetectable morsel. The very next day I saw the kite perched
in an Elderberry tree at Pelican Point like so many days of yore,
and felt like an old friend had come home to roost. In the U.S.
White-tailed Kites have a very minimal range, living year round
on California’s coast and along the Gulf of Mexico in Texas. So
what happened to the Crystal Cove kites? According to Scott

Thomas, Conservation Chair
at Sea and Sage Audubon “Not
that very long ago, White-tailed
Kites were considered a common
species in Orange County. In fact, in
the 1970’s, communal roosts of over 100
individuals were regularly seen in the San
Joaquin Marsh.” “It is believed that about 75
to 100 pairs nested within Orange
County as late as the 1980’s.
Now, we estimate there may
only 15 to 20 pairs nesting
in good years, perhaps even
fewer in poor years.” “There is real
concern that the combination
of habitat loss, urban pressures
and natural breeding fluctuations are
threatening the extirpation of the remaining
Orange County population.” In an effort to
better document the kites in the County, Sea and Sage
Audubon is conducting surveys of White-tailed Kite nesting
territories. To read more or to volunteer click here.
In my career as both a National Park Ranger and a California
State Park Interpreter I had never heard about the day
honoring my peeps until this year, but since 2007 each
July 31 is designated as World Rangers Day to celebrate
and honor those who work in the service of nature and
conservation by protecting the world’s natural and cultural
treasures. Organized by the International Ranger Federation
this glorious day offers homage to park rangers around the
globe who “are on the front line in the fight to protect our
natural heritage.” It’s estimated there are more than 100,000
reserves, parks and protected areas around the world, with
the award for oldest national park going to Bogd Khan Uul
National Park in Mongolia which was created in 1783 (second
oldest is Yellowstone, established in 1872, right here in the
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good ol USA.) From the Federation’s
web site “Right around the globe,
from the savannas of Africa to the
South American Amazon, from the
tropical forests of Asia to the outback
deserts of Australia, Rangers carry out
their vital work as Earth’s guardians.
These conservation heroes are tasked
with the increasingly dangerous and
difficult job of defending the world’s
wildlife and wild places. They often
risk and lose their lives in the line
of duty, with one Ranger killed, on
average, every three to four days.
Around the globe, park rangers
World Ranger Day offers a chance to
support their vital work, which ranges
from environmental campaigning
to education. The day is also an
opportunity to pay tribute to rangers
Grayson Kibbey
who have lost their lives in the line of
duty.” Even though I am not technically
considered a Ranger, I feel great pride
to be part of this group which was honored on July 31. The
best part of my “Ranger” job is most definitely sharing my
love for nature and sparking a passion in both children and
adults alike about the natural environment found at Crystal
Cove State Park. It’s never too early to begin thinking about a
career as a Park Ranger as evidenced by Grayson Kibbey, son of
Ranger Scott Kibbey.

Just about the same time as Rangers
throughout the world were being
recognized for their contributions, longtime docent John Wilkerson was receiving
accolades for his animated delivery while
leading his monthly Ancient Volcanoes
Tour here in the park. John is a wealth of
knowledge and an entertaining interpreter
who has been educating visitors about
the geologic history of Crystal Cove SP for
nearly 20 years. To read the article from
Stu News Laguna click here. John is just
one of a small, but mighty core of trained
docents who lead hikes and walks in the
park. All have been through a naturalist
training course and are experts on the flora
and fauna in our local area. Each month
we offer a bevy of tours including Susan’s
tidepool walk, Annie’s family nature hike,
Tom’s bird walk, Fred’s full moon hike, and
Tim’s Seaweed and Sea Creatures walk.
Check out our calendar and enjoy one, or
all of these stellar walks, with these firstrate volunteers. Being in nature is always a joy for as William
Hazlett said:
“We do not see nature with our eyes, but with our
understandings and our hearts.”
See you in the Park

Winter

