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On December 30 at 
approximately 2pm my family 

was standing on an overlook above 
the Big Sur coastline gazing at the 
dramatic view.  A truck pulled in 
beside us and the man who emerged 
set up a spotting scope.  I knew what 
this meant and my heart began to palpitate.  
You see, we were searching for migrating gray whales 
who we would have surely spotted from our 
towering perch on this sparkling clear 
day.  But we were also eagerly hoping 
to spot a California condor, given 
that the Ventana Wilderness is one 
of the few places the Condors are 
known to live (the population of 
these enormous birds declined 
severely throughout much of the 
20th century until drastic measures were taken to save it from 
extinction.) Turns out that the man in the truck was not just 
a tourist like us, but rather Tim Huntington, a volunteer for 
the Ventana Wildlife Society who was using radio telemetry 
to track California condors, three of which were perched on 
the cliff above us.  We watched with fascination as one of the 
males performed his elaborate courtship display; standing 
with his wings partially held out, head down, and neck arched 

forward he turned slowly around and rocked 
from side to side.  Once he was done, my 

family stood gawking while Tim shared 
condor knowledge nuggets.  For 

example, once a condor reaches 
six or seven years, he or she is 

ready to find a life long mate.  
Together they can raise 
one chick every other year 

until death, which could be 
80 years old. Additionally 
Tim shared that the last of 

the free-flying condors were taken 
into captivity in 1987 in order to save 

the species from extinction and for 
three years, until reintroduction 
efforts occurred, there were no 

California condors living in the wild 
(Los Angeles Zoo and the San Diego Wild Animal Park remain 
two of the facilities that have reared captive-bred condors.)  
From a historic low of 22 wild condors in 1982, due to an 
intensive recovery program, today, in the central California 
range alone there are 90 birds (with a range wide total of 290 
between populations in several locations, including central 
and southern California, the Grand Canyon area, and Baja 
California.)  With a wingspan of nearly 10 feet, the California 

condor holds the record for largest 
terrestrial and flying bird in North 
America and is a spectacle to behold, 
yet they still are an endangered species 
primarily because of lead poisoning, 
from ingesting ammunition fragments 
in carcasses.  To watch amazing 
footage of the Big Sur condors with 
extra close-up views of these unusual 
looking creatures see Tim Huntington’s 
documentary California Condors of 
Big Sur.  Discovering these spectacular 
birds was a memorable way to end 
2018.

California Condor
(Gymnogyps californianus)

https://vimeo.com/163776155
https://vimeo.com/163776155
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Just on the heels of observing Tim 
waving his telemetry apparatus 
at the California condors in the 
Santa Lucia Mountains, I had 
the good fortune of tagging 
along with Natural Resource 
Environmental Studies Intern, 
Hunter Bowman while he was monitoring the Western 
Spadefoot Toad in the backcountry of the park.  US Geological 
Survey biologists have been studying this “native species of 
special concern” for several years now.  The work is done 
in the rainy season as the toads may be underground for 
up to nine months, only emerging from their burrows 
of sandy soil after a rain to feed, breed, and sing (how 
glorious.)  Although not endangered, with limited 
habitat the Western Spadefoot is considered rare.  Lucky 
for us, Crystal Cove State Park is one of the spots this 
small, but chunky amphibian enjoys.  The study itself is 
measuring the spatial ecology of the western spadefoots 
including their movements, duration and distance of 
movements, how far they roam from their breeding 
pools and where precisely they are dwelling.  After the 
early December rain, five toads were tagged with radio 
transmitters on tiny girdle like belts, each with its own 
frequency.  All five of the toads were adults and Hunter’s 
job was to try to locate them using a telemetry device.  
It was pretty cool science, I must say, as I donned the 
headphones and heard the beeps getting louder and 
louder as we neared each toad (alas, one has not been 
heard from for a few weeks.) Hopefully we will get more 
rain this year and the toads will have more opportunities to 
emerge from under the earth to sing their little hearts out.   

While on this research expedition, we also came upon volunteers 
seeding and planting in the “Bowl” along West Cut Across trail.  
In year two of this five-year experimental ecological restoration 
project, researchers hope to determine which coastal sage 
scrub species are most successful For the next few weeks, park 
and Crystal Cove Conservancy staff along with UCI students 
and volunteers will be seeding and planting the plots in the 
Bowl using 18 types of seeds, and five different treatments 
to determine which combinations will best restore the area. 

Historically, Moro Canyon was comprised 
mostly of coastal sage scrub, the dominant 
plant community dotting the coastal hills of 
Southern California. However, much of the 
native scrub has disappeared due to grazing 
of cattle and sheep which introduced many 
invasive plants which compete with local 
native flora for resources.  When native plants 
are bullied out of their territory, they cannot 
effectively reproduce, negatively impacting 
their populations.  This long-term six-acre 
restoration project will reintroduce both native 
shrubs and native grasses.  By staggering the 
planting over several years, researchers will 

learn more about how different amounts of rainfall each year affect 
restoration success.  Interested in volunteering to help weed or 
seed?  Click here to sign up.
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Peter J. Bryant

Hunter Bowman, Natural Resource 
Environmental Studies Intern 

Western Spadefoot Toad
(Pelobates cultripes)

.   

http://signup.com/go/TJWOvMM
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One native plant flowering throughout the park and wrapping 
it’s curly tendrils around various plants along the trails is Wild 
Cucumber or Marah macrocarpus.   While exploring I didn’t see 
any of the “spiky ball” looking green seed pods that resemble 
a sea urchin, but did see plenty of the climbing vines and 
white delicate cup-shaped flowers.  Wild Cucumber sprouts 
new plant growth in early winter and flowers bloom from 
January to April with the perennial vine sometimes climbing 
to a length of 20 feet.  All this drought deciduous plant needs 
is a little rain to awaken it from dormancy and to replace the 
brown and crinkly dry season phase with a pretty plant.  The 
vine itself is an adaptation allowing the plant to grow over the 
top of other shrubs preventing them from being crowded by 
other plants and absorbing total sunlight.  Nicknamed “Man-
root” because of the enormous hard tuberous root that can 
extend several meters, weigh over 200 pounds and 
allegedly resemble a human body (of course this is 
underground so I don’t know how many botanists 
have viewed the root, but heck, that’s the rumor.) 
Despite the name, Wild Cucumber is not edible to 
man or beast.  The root is said to be intensely bitter 
as is the fruit even after it has ripened.    So, although 
lovely to look at, like all the other plants in the park, 
Wild Cucumber should be to be left on the vine and 
simply admired from the trail. 

The year has started off with a flurry of maintenance 
work.  Due to the heavy rains of 2017 the park’s 
vegetation has grown wild and untamed and was 
definitely overdue to receive a proper “haircut.” This 
tidying up is vital for fire prevention and to provide 

defensible space around the park buildings, so California 
Department of Forestry crews were hired to trim the overgrown 
brush spilling over onto the roads and trails along the coastal 
bluff at both Reef and Pelican, along the path to the Los Trancos 
tunnel and in the day-use area at Moro. Some of the brush has 
been chipped and used for mulch whereas much of it has been 
used to plug up illegal trails.  With bird season before us (February 
15 – September 15) this project was time sensitive as no cutting 
or trimming is permitted when the birds are nesting.  Another 
volunteer trail work day is brewing to work on the seemingly 
unrepairable BFI trail and the long and winding Slow and Easy.  
All the trails, on both the coastal bluff and in the backcountry, got 
hit hard by these recent rains and are showing signs of erosion. 
According to our rainfall records, the park received almost 4” in 
January and although the trails are suffering, the plentiful amount 
of rain suggests we are sure to be rewarded with a cornucopia of 
springtime wildflowers. I can hardly wait.

Huge amounts of water didn’t only come with rain in January, 
but also with tides. On January 21 we experienced the highest 
tide of the year (a height of 7.4) and the biggest tidal range 
between high tide and low (from a 7.4 high to a -2.0 low tide.)  
This naturally occurring phenomenon is known as King Tide 
and occurs when the moon, sun, and earth are in alignment.  
The tidepools were as visible as could be and when I explored 
the Rocky Bight pools on Saturday was treated to seeing 
three Ocher sea stars, four Spanish Shawl nudibranchs, and 
two octopuses (one live and under a rock, and one out in the 
open on it’s “last arms.”)  And by the way, for all my years as a 
naturalist I have called the arms of an octopus tentacles (haven’t 
you?)  Today I learned, first from naturalist guru Alex and then 
confirmed on-line (which has to be true, doesn’t it) that octopus 
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Wild Cucumber
(Marah macrocarpus)

Pacific Octopus
(Enteroctopus dofleini)
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don’t have tentacles, just arms, and that squid have 8 arms 
and two tentacles.  Huh?  According to the National Aquarium, 
“Tentacles are long, flexible organs found on invertebrate 
animals. They are important for feeding, sensing and grasping. 
Tentacles are longer than arms, are retractable and have a 
flattened tip that is covered in suckers. Arms are similar to 
tentacles, but still distinctly different. Arms are covered with 
suckers that help with grasping food items.  In addition, these 
arms are useful to attach to surfaces while resting. The names 
may seem interchangeable, but when it comes to cephalopods, 
there’s a difference between arms and tentacles. An easy way to 
spot the difference is that arms have suckers along their entire 
length, while tentacles only have suckers at the tip. This means 
that octopuses have eight arms and no tentacles, while other 
cephalopods—such as cuttlefish and squids—have eight arms 
and two tentacles.”  Wow, you learn something new everyday!

Last Friday, after the week of rains, I was at lower Moro by the 
Berns Amphitheater just before the sun set.  The air was crisp 
and moist and as I looked up at the green hills I mused about 
the “solitude” of the backcountry which was closed because 
of the soggy trails.  I hoped nobody was attempting to traverse 
the puddles and pools and that the trails, the plants and the 
animals could just recover. It was a beautiful and peaceful 
sight.  As Anthony Douglas Williams wrote:   

“Moments of solitude with Mother Nature is sunshine to a soul.”

And at that time while looking at the quiet hills, I was feeling 
very sunny.

See you in the Park

Winter


