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ain, rain, rain. It’s been a long time since we Southern
California folk complained about too much rain. Cold,
cold, cold. That is even rarer (at least as cold it has been
lately.) I have worn pants for two solid weeks and frankly am
tired of them. And it’s not just the rain and the cold, but the
tide and the surf too. This morning as I drove past Moro Beach
there wasn’t any beach to be seen at all. Anyone brave enough
to walk the beach would have actually been swimming! The
tide was about as high as it goes, at 7.2 feet, but even so, all
the storms, plus wave action and wind, have scoured the sand
and deposited it into deep caverns in the ocean. The beach
at Crystal Cove is very typical of a Southern California beach
which experiences a dramatic seasonal change due to a shift in
wave energy. Powerful winter storm waves pull sand offshore
and create narrower, cobbled beaches like we have this late
February. Soon enough though, those smaller, gentle waves
will carry sand back onshore, and widen the beach all in time
for the summer season.
One of the constants around here is that when we get
measurable rain, the backcountry trails are closed. I can’t
imagine why people
would want to recreate
on the trails when their
boots get caked with
inches of mud or their
tires slip dangerously
in the ruts, but people
are creatures of habit,
especially when the
sun is shining and
fanatic about their
exercise regimes. But
when the backcountry
is closed it is not
only for the safety
of human visitors,
but also so the trails
can recover. Park
volunteer and Laguna
Canyon Foundation
Outreach Director

Paula Olson wrote a timely and relevant article explaining
why the trails are off-limits after big rains: “Many parts of the
trails are still muddy and slick, even after a few sunny days.
The trails can be dangerous for hikers and bikers. In addition,
we want to give the habitat time to soak up all moisture we
received. Let’s just
consider one dense
muddy spot in the
center of the trail:
after one user passes
through, they now
have mud caked onto
their boots or tires.
Then another user
passes through, more
mud leaves that spot
and this continues
until there is now a
hole where the muddy
spot used to be. This
hole then fills with
water with the next
rain or misty morning,
creating a deeper
muddy spot. The cycle
continues not giving
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the trail time to heal or dry up. Over time, the trail becomes
unwelcoming, tempting bikers and hikers to “go around” the
hole, creating new paths through fragile vegetation where the
current seed bank of spring’s wildflowers are working their
way to the surface to germinate. Then, all of us park users,
collectively and, likely unknowingly, widen the trails, which
contributes to further habitat fragmentation, encroaching
on the wilderness and threatening native wildlife.” If Paula’s
muddy boots, the rutted trail, and the simple understanding
that the bewildered native wildlife needs to readjust aren’t
enough reasons to stay off the trail than well, what is?
From the Crystal Cove Conservancy: Despite the heavy
downpours of rain in January and February, work on the
north beach cottages continues to stay on track. Our two
construction companies have been working diligently
stabilizing the north beach road in preparation for heavy
machinery to maneuver down closer to the cottages. You may
notice that a few of the cottages have been “scrubbed” and
white washed, this is to ensure all lead paint and asbestos
is removed for the safety of the workers and future cottage
guests. From the sand you can see colored tags on the
cottages’ walls, windows, doors and other surfaces indicating
information on the historic value, current state and future use.
This prepares the cottages for disassembly, which has already
begun on Cottage #12. Two others will be disassembled during
the infrastructure construction. Disassembly of these three
cottages is required in order to provide access to construct the
retaining walls behind them. So, construction on the north
beach, which includes the 17 historic cottages is on track. The
project consists of site preparation, site stabilization, a new
pathway and boardwalk along the beach, utilities installation
and lead and asbestos remediation. This infrastructure phase
is expected to be completed within 18 to 24 months.
Before the rain began, Southern California Edison (SCE) began
a long needed project of driving the backcountry roads and
trails to survey their power poles and determine which ones
need to be replaced. Most SCE poles in the state were installed
just after World War II, so starting in 2014, SCE began a multiyear program assessing the more than 1.4 million poles in
their system and expect to swap out up to 35,000 poles every
year through 2025. Given the devastating fires and the sheer
amount of damage caused these last few years, the California
Public Utilities Commission is mandating SCE and other utility
companies to inspect their equipment and replace those
that are aged and degraded. These multi-purpose poles also

carry cable
and phone
lines and
in order to
meet safety
standards
(heavy
winds,
weight
limitations)
need to be
assessed and
replaced, so I
understand,
every 2025 years. Based on their survey findings, SCE will replace 27
power poles mostly in Moro Canyon in the next few months.
Before the rains came they managed to remove and install six
of these massive posts driving them in on big trucks to the
work site. I unexpectedly ran into one of these construction
crews a few weeks back and was awed by the sheer size of
the pole hanging many feet off the back of their truck. I’m
not certain how big the ones in the park are, but according
to 5 Cool Facts About the Utility Poles Across the U.S.
“neighborhood poles range from 30 feet to 60 feet tall with the
larger ones dotting major roads and highways measuring from
60 feet to more than 120 feet in height.”
Because of this season’s substantial rain and the long drought
before we will hopefully be treated to a springtime bouquet
aka a “super bloom.” According to Richard Minnich, Earth
Sciences professor at UC Riverside “it’s got to rain a lot more
if we’re going to see the super-type bloom. The 2017-18 year
was dry, with only about 4 inches of rain, or 30% of normal,
in Los Angeles, and that killed off invasive grasses that keep
flowers from blooming. Once the grasses are dead, the seeds
in the earth drink up the rain — which this year has been
slightly above average — and burst through the soil. It’s a
fairly rare occurrence because you need both to happen, one
after the other — not just rainfall, Minnich said. The flowers’
seeds sit for decades underneath the invasive grasses, waiting
for the right moment to burst forth in all their splendor, he
said.” It’s not just the rain that is responsible for the eruption
of wildflowers though, other weather factors such as freezing
temperatures or a sudden warming could damage the delicate
buds or cause them to open, and then die, too quickly. It was
only two years ago when Southern California experienced
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this gorgeous superbloom phenomenon with
wildflowers in all colors of
the rainbow blanketing
natural open spaces from
the desert to the sea. For a
sneak preview of what’s to
come in March, take a walk
along the bluff trail where
bi-colored Deerweed and
vibrant Arroyo Lupine are
already showing their “true
colors.”

Arroyo Lupine

(Lupinus succulentus)

It’s also likely that this
wet weather may bring
wildflowers that we don’t normally see around Crystal Cove
State Park and identifying them is an exciting prospect for a
naturalist. We might also be surprised by unusual fauna. Take
for example the half-male, half-female cardinal discovered at
a backyard bird feeder
in Erie, Pennsylvania.
I know we don’t see
cardinals here (well,
maybe this year we will,)
but this particular bird
was rather unusual in
that its coloring splits
down the middle of its
body with the left side
corresponding with the
Cardinal
female cardinal color,
(Cardinalis cardinalis)
taupe, and its rightside clearly rocking
the male’s striking vermillion color. Cardinals, like many birds,
are sexually dimorphic which means males and females
have obvious differences most likely in plumage color or size.
This mixed gender phenomenon is referred to as bilateral
gynandromorphy and according to National Geographic,
“this rare effect occurs when a female egg develops with two
nuclei —one that codes for male genes (Z) and one that codes
for female genes (W). If both nuclei become fertilized by male
sperm cells, the bird will develop with two distinct genders.”
My brother sent me the article and commented, “there are
many aberrations in nature, to be sure. Nature does NOT
discriminate nor judge. Only humans do that.” Touché.

Although I am not an expert at anything I am peaked when
sent photos to help identify plants or animals (even bones)
found in the park. But I was beyond thrilled to receive a
message from my college kid asking my professional advice
about an ecological essay question. Interestingly enough,
just that morning I taught a class of 2nd graders about gray
whale migration and started the class asking about mammal
characteristics. Coincidentally, later that day the message in
my in-box read: “Live birth and lactation (milk production)
seem like imperfect criteria for deciding that something is a
mammal. After all, platypuses and echidnas are mammals (or
so we classify them), but they lay eggs. Conversely, tse-tse
flies are most certainly not mammals, but they do give birth
to live young. There’s also a species of cockroach that not
only gives birth to live offspring, it also produces ‘milk’ for its
young (which, incidentally, is being touted as a ‘superfood’ for
humans!). In 300 words or less, make a case for or against
the legitimacy of using live birth and lactation as partial
criteria for classifying whales as mammals.” As I pondered,
my first thought was that there are always exceptions to any
rule, even in nature, and just because there are two species
out of 5,416 species of mammals who do not give live birth
does not mean that live birth/lactation criteria should be
disqualified. AND, just because there are other organisms
that give live birth (Rosy Boas are one such reptile,) does not
mean this group of characteristics should no longer define
mammals as a whole. When I asked the question about
distinguishing mammal traits to the students, one kid said “all
mammals have eyes.” This is true (I think anyways,) but not one
that sets it apart from many other organisms (so a species of
cockroach gives live birth and nurses its young, that’s super
cool, but is it warm blooded, have a backbone, use lungs to
breathe, have hair or fur?) So to me the answer is more about
the combination of defining traits for the class mammalia. Of
course, what do I know?
As Indian philosopher Jiddu Krishnamurti wrote: “There is
no end to education. It is not that you read a book, pass an
examination, and finish with an education. The whole of life,
from the moment you are born to the moment you die, is a
process of learning.”
See you in the Park

Winter

