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By the time I got to 9th 
grade, the biology 

classes at my high school 
were no longer dissecting 
frogs which was a great relief 
for me.  Hard to imagine 
now, but I was a girly girl, a 
squeamish sort and cutting 
open a dead amphibian to 
probe its insides would not 
have gone well.  However, 
times have changed and 
all these years later, there I 
was rapt with attention at a 
workshop titled The Art of 
Taxidermy presented by the 
most glamorous taxidermist 
in the industry.  Allis Markham of Prey Taxidermy is a petite 
young award-winning fireball full of passion and gusto for 
her chosen career and listening to her talk about “removing 
viscera” and “molding feathers, or fur to look alive” was simply 
fascinating. According to Allis, there are about 700 active 
taxidermists worldwide (Allis took “Third in the World” at the 
2017 World Taxidermy Championships) all who have chosen 
a profession that takes a freshly deceased or frozen specimen 
and after months of artistically preparing, stuffing, molding, 
and mounting,  have created an artful lifelike product.  Allis 
previewed her work by taking a dead quail, slicing it open, 
turning it “inside out” and removing the organs.  As I write this 
I think how repulsive it might sound, but seeing that “stuffed” 
animals surround me in my office I find the whole process 
captivating.

I am also captivated by simply leaving my computer, getting 
up from my desk, stepping out of my office and exploring the 
park which is filled with natural surprises.  For example, there 
was the nest outside the Ranger Office sporting four adorable 
Says Phoebe chicks squawking for their meal; the Cactus Wren 
nest discovered in the cactus scrub restoration site, which 
is a first for this state listed “Species of Special Concern;” the 
California Quail parents walking across Moro trail followed by 
the littlest quail chicks I’ve ever seen; and a mama Cooper’s 

Hawk cautiously watching over her two 
fledglings in the trees by the turnaround 
in the Historic District.  I also saw a 
Western Gull at Muddy Creek who looked 
deformed with something stuck in it’s 
throat, only to turn out to be a recently 
swallowed halibut (I thought it was either 
trash or a tumor in the gull’s throat until 
I watched it regurgitate the fish.)   Even 
at home I am blessed with nature’s 
delights at all hours of the day and night.  
Just yesterday in the wee hours of the 
morning I awoke to the harsh raspy single 
note begging scream of a fledgling  Great Horned Owl which 
was followed by an adult calling back from the distance as if 
saying “I’m hunting now, I’ll be back soon with a meal.”

Not only does the park’s fauna tantalize me, but the flora does 
too, especially 
when I stumble 
upon something 
new.  Recently I 
discovered a grass-
like plant near a 
drainage ditch on 
the road at Pelican 
Point that I had 
never seen in the 
park before, nor 
had I ever seen 
anything even 
remotely similar.  
Now, of course, I 
have seen it twice 
more in other 
places along the 
bluff trail and even 
ran into it along a trail at a park near my home.  Tall Flatsedge, 
Cyperus eragrostis, is a perennial grasslike herb that grows in 
wetlands and is native to California. Tall Flatsedge is an unusual 
looking grass with tall erect stems, long pointed leaves and 
flowers with beige or yellowish spikelets. Apparently this plant 
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is found in our local area (who knew) throughout summer 
and autumn and serves as one of the host plants for the Dun 
Skipper, a fairly nondescript butterfly normally found flitting 
about in wet areas such as meadows and streams.

Partnerships with companies, corporations, and even utility 
agencies often provide invaluable support for state parks. 
Along with the Crystal Cove Conservancy, our state park has 
developed some great relationships and have recently been 
the recipient of some of this generosity.  Last week a team of 
10 Apple employees participated in the companies volunteer 
program which not only invites their staff to give back, but 
matches their time with donations to the charity of their 
choice (in this case, the Conservancy.)  The team joined park 
staff and our Landscape Volunteer Crew to trim endless stalks 
of dead mustard and overhanging branches and limbs along 
the Environmental Study Loop trail in Lower Moro.  Southern 
California Edison, which has generously given to the park 
most notably for our Earth Day celebrations, will donate both 
money and staff for a stewardship day in September.  Finally, 
on the heels of multi-year donations, REI has once again 
awarded the Conservancy a $10,000 grant to improve the 
trail and boardwalk connecting the P-2 blufftop trail with 
the beach, which has seriously eroded after the recent rains.  
Work days with REI staff will be scheduled in the fall to make 
permanent improvements to the trail and boardwalk.

We have spent the last few weeks planning our activities for 
Camp Coastal Wild and Camp Cove our two annual summer 
camps.  For Camp Coastal Wild, this unique one-week summer 
camp (only 20 kids get to enjoy both terrestrial nature and 
aquatic recreation,) our theme is “Natures Layers.”  Alex and 
I had loads of laughs as we pondered games and activities 
that focus on the fauna that lives: “Below the Earth,”  “On the 
Ground,”  “At Eye Level,”  “In the Sky,” and uniting it all together 
with our final day “Nature’s Connections.”  On our first day we 
brought our stuffed pocket gopher, a faux gopher snake and 
live earthworms to discuss creatures that live underground 
and the creatures that eat them.  From our research I learned 
a few fun facts:  earthworms breathe through their slimy skin 
and have five hearts; pocket gophers have fur-lined pouches 
inside their cheeks and incisors that never stop growing;  
and gopher snakes can grow to 8’ and imitate the rattle of a 
rattlesnake by hissing using an organ in their mouths called 
a glottis.  And, even though coyotes don’t live underground 
they are predators of both gopher snakes and gophers which 
added a final level to our food chain lesson.  For Camp Cove we 

partner with Crystal Cove Conservancy and Santa Ana Police 
Activities and Athletic League to host 50 kids in the park for a 
week of endless fun.  I mean, these kids get to whale watch, 
hike, boogie board, and will even take an off-site field trip to 
the Wetlands and Wildlife Care Center in Huntington Beach 
where we will get the VIP tour. At both camps Pacific Marine 
Mammal Center staff will release a rehabilitated pinniped back 
to its pelagic home and if we are lucky we might also see a 
once injured California Brown Pelican returned to the wild.

Aside from summer camp, between the Conservancy’s painting 
days and Movies on the Beach and the state park’s sunset 
hikes and early morning tidepool walks, our July calendar is 
jam packed.  On Monday, July 8 from 9-3pm we will host the 
California State University Long Beach Shark Shack, a graduate 
student staffed information and activity booth dedicated to 
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helping build an appreciation for sharks by reducing fear 
and informing the public about sharks and other marine 
life they may encounter at the beach.  The Shark 
Shack which will be displayed in front of Cottage 
#22, the Marine Research Facility which will 
open and outfitted with shark paraphernalia 
including skins, egg sacks, jaws, and specimens.  
We will have some educational materials, coloring 
books, and a game or two that focus on these 
cartilaginous fish. We are also trying a few 
new interpretive summertime programs 
including S’mores with a Ranger ( a chat 
and snack kinda thing) and Nature’s Story 
Time for little learners.  See the attached July 
calendar for dates, times, and locations, for all our 
July events.

There’s no doubt that I will be reading The Lorax by Dr. 
Seuss at our inaugural Nature’s Story Time.  This seminal 
work is not only my favorite children’s book, but my go to 
gift for new parents.  In fact, just this last week I gave it to a 
1st grade teacher from our local elementary school who is 
about to give birth to her first child.  I admire the story of the 
Lorax and have been inspired to share the message about 
environmental protection and ecological connections with 
generations of children.  So it was with sadness that I read that 
the 80-100 year old Monterey Cypress tree, that is thought to 
have inspired the Truffula trees showcased in the book, has 
fallen.  In many ways this 1971 book served as a harbinger 
of environmental exploitation that spurs problems such as 
habitat destruction and pollution as it chronicles the plight 
of the environment as seen by the Lorax who “speaks for the 
trees” and confronts the greedy Once-ler who is responsible 
for the environmental degradation.  The Lorax is a wonderful 

example of green literature for kids as it teaches an 
invaluable lesson in a rhythmic and heartfelt 

way.  I used to read this favorite book to 
my own kids when they were young…

The days when my boys sat nestled next to 
me on the couch for nightly story time seem 

so far away and long ago. Last Thursday I 
packed my son Zack’s lunch for the very 
last time and anticipated his walking 

across the stage at the Laguna Beach 
High School graduation. I realize that just 
like the falling of Dr. Seuss’ Truffula tree, 
a time, an era in my own life has passed.  
With the graduation program, I have put 
the final entry into Zack’s baby book and 
my husband and my years of parenting 

young ones have ended.  I truly believe that children are like 
seeds and we help them to grow and amongst the myriad life 
lessons we taught our sons as a naturalist I can only hope that 
we succeeded in what Thomas Berry said “Teaching children 
about the natural world should be treated as one of the most 
important events in their lives.”

See you in the Park.

Winter

July 2019 - page 3

Crystal Cove Conservancy’s 
Movies on the Beach


