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y new favorite spot in the park is along the Los Trancos
path, just before the curve, which, even in the dog
days of summer, is quite lush, verdant and shady. This area is
about the closest thing to woods that we have in our scrubby,
shrubby coastal park where both Western Sycamores and
Black Walnut trees tower. Laurel Sumac and walnut saplings
are sprouting in the understory as ground dwelling birds like
the Brown Towhee are searching for food and fast moving
lizards are chasing each other and making a lot of noise amidst
the fallen crackling leaves. Just around the bend clusters
of cream-colored flowers and juicy berries adorn a Blue
Elderberry tree and the prevalent Poison Oak is at its most
colorful. On my wanderings, I now find that when I arrive at
this spot I stop, listen, and breathe. It’s very calming.

Lesser Goldfinch
(Spinus psaltria)
McQ Travels

On a recent meander as I stood quietly reflecting my
surroundings, I noticed a pair of Lesser Goldfinches darting
after one another. These small gregarious seed and fruit
eating birds form large flocks, but on this day, it was just the
two of them. It’s breeding season and males have been quite
vocal calling and singing from the tops of trees in the attempt
to lure a female into his territory. Once the male attracts a
mate, he chases her in flight, and the two dart through the
foliage at high speeds. Eventually they perch on the same
branch, where they make courting displays—stretching their
necks toward each other to touch bills, as if they are kissing,
and calling softly. I stayed motionless so as not to disturb the

courting pair, but was thrilled to observe this gift from nature.
As is common after mating, soon the male will begin feeding
the female by gently placing food that he gathered into her
bill. The male also feeds the female when she’s on the nest
during incubation. I plan to keep my eyes peeled over the
next couple of weeks to hopefully see the new parents tending
to their offspring who are born naked, blind, and totally
dependent on their parents.
I was sifting through an Outdoor California magazine,
the California Department of Fish and Wildlife’s monthly
publication, and was looking at the winning photos from their
annual 2019 Wildlife Photo of the Year Contest. The 1st place
photo was a close up of an American Mink staring directly
into the camera and looking deceptively adorable and cuddly.
When I read that the photo was taken at a regional park in
Sonoma
County
American Mink
I was
(Mustela vison)
stunned to
discover
that this
sleek
mammal
with the
short
stubby legs
Ed. note: not the winning photo
is found in
California.
Minks are members of the weasel family, and although they
aren’t seen around these parts, I have seen their cousins, the
terrestrial Long-tailed Weasel and the aquatic Southern Sea
Otter. The mink is a little of both, moving easily between
land and water, and usually living near bodies of water in
woodsy areas. Like the sea otter, which has the densest most
luxurious fur of any mammal, the American Mink has been —
and continues to be — hunted for its exceptionally beautiful
and soft fur. With the exception of the breeding season, the
American Mink tends to be solitary, territorial, and just like
the other mustelids, a fierce carnivore feasting voraciously on
crayfish, frogs, rodents, fish, and even ducks. In turn, minks
are food for coyotes, bobcats, and birds of prey, but will boldly
defend themselves to avoid predation with strategies that
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include a secretive nature, camouflage, agility when trying to
escape, staying active mostly between dusk and dawn, and,
like it’s relative the skunk, spraying a foul-smelling liquid.

California Spiny Lobster
(Panulirus interruptus)

Speaking of secretive organisms, I was reading in another
edition of the Outdoors Magazine about the California Spiny
Lobster and how they have hair-trigger responses to avoid
a predator, of which there are many (most notably homo
sapiens.) These ten-legged crustaceans have a multitude
of defense mechanisms including sharp, spiny projections
covering most of their bodies, strong jaws that can deliver a
mean bite, detachable limbs, and incredibly fast reflexes. To
flee a predator, they can swim backwards with just a flip of
their powerful tail and can produce a loud, rasping noise to
deter a hungry foe such as a leopard shark, moray eel or an
octopus. California Spiny Lobsters are nocturnal omnivores
that hide in crevices during the day and emerge after dark
to forage on a variety of fresh or decaying plant and animal
remains, returning a few hours before sunrise to the safety
of their dens. Rumor has it that they can live up to 100 years,
an exceptionally long life span for a crustacean, but because
they spend most of their daily life trying to avoid becoming a
meal, chances are that few, if any, survive to their centennial
celebration.
Far from secretive, American Crows seem to be enjoying the
park en masse. In the Western Sycamore by the P-4 restroom
I counted eight boisterous crows perched throughout the
tree as if they owned it. Seeing, and hearing crows in the

park is not new, but it’s as if the “caw” has
gotten out that Crystal Cove is the place
to be. Rarely do you see just one bird
since American Crows are very social,
sometimes forming flocks in the
thousands. In addition to roosting
and foraging communally, crows
often stay together in year-round
family groups that consist of the
parents and offspring from the
past two years, raising the chicks American Crow (Corvus brachyrhynchos)
as a unit. They are intelligent, curious, problem solvers, and
even mischievous. Crows can be aggressive with other birds,
adaptable to different habitats, and are resourceful enough to
find food, be it insects, fish, bird eggs, or garbage, to feed the
whole flock.
California State Parks recently received the 2019-2020
budget. For the most part, The Orange Coast District received
the same amount as last year which will allow our five units
to continue providing exemplary service to the public (clean
restrooms, highly trained lifeguards and rangers, smiling faces
at the kiosks, and of course, primo interpretive experiences.)
But this year, Crystal Cove State Park was given an extra bonus
when Governor Newsom approved 2.9 million dollars from
the state’s general fund for restoration of the 17 remaining
cottages in the Historic District. To read the full press release
with details about the project click here.
Summer is in full swing, but the memories of our annual Camp
Coastal Wild are still fresh, as it was a particularly fun year. On
the final day while we sat in a circle reminiscing about our
favorite camp moments of the week Alex said to the kids:
“I’ve been inspired by seeing the beauty and joy of nature
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he could name so that he wouldn’t whine. Alex caught his first
fish (a barred surfperch with Bill Varney from Fish the Surf,) and
we modeled for nature photographer Stephen Francis while
he shot beauty photos of the backcountry’s oak woodlands.
Of course there were injuries too like when Alex was pounded
on his head by a wave at Muddy Beach or when young Zack

through your eyes.” It’s true, kids see things that we don’t
and observing the natural world from their perspective is
well, eye opening. For example, on our trip to the tidepools,
camper Layla remarked that the bubbles foaming from a sand
crab looked like pancake batter. Then, while leading a hike,
park aide Laurel asked the group what they thought about
the canyon view, and 8-year old Sabina remarked that it was
“breathtaking.” Finally when I talked about barnacles eating
with their feet and asked if any of them would like to eat with
their feet, June replied “only if it’s “toefood” (get it…tofu!) Ah
yes, like the 1998 TV show was called: Kids Say the Darndest
Things.
I cherish those moments I have experienced with countless
children over my years in the park, but lately have been
preoccupied with personal family memories. My boys grew
up here and as I walk along the trails, on the coastline, and on
the bluff path I am flooded with bright reminders of a time
now past. From the very early years when they sat in my office
watching cartoons on our DVD player while I attended evening
Crystal Cove Interpretive Association meetings, to their preschool days when they joined me at my after school program,
Nature in Your Own Backyard. We hosted “Alex’s Galactic Gala”
8th birthday party at the P-4 picnic tables and multiple parties
for Zack at Moro Beach. We camped the weekend before the
Moro campground officially opened to the public and watched
Herbie the Love Bug on the beach at a CCA movie night. The
boys went to Jacque Nunez’s amazing Indian Camp and spent
weeks with their ol’ mom at Camp Wild. They learned to ride
bikes and even to steer a car while sitting on my husband’s
lap in a nearly empty Los Trancos lot. I remember the time we
hiked the three miles from Ridge Park down to the Ranger
Station and bribed Zack with a quarter for every native plant

Zack and Alex Bonnin (2006)

was stung by a bee at Treasure Cove. We hiked, we biked,
we camped. They swam, they fished, they boogie boarded,
they even ran the trails as cross country athletes while in high
school. Alex and Zack have spent their entire lives at Crystal
Cove State Park and as I reflect I realize how connected they
have been to my career in this beautiful park. I read this funny
quote from an anonymous source that seemed so fitting (and
turned my tears to laughter): “Dear Mom, You get mad at me for
not acting my age, and then start crying because I’m ‘growing up
too fast.’ Seriously, pick one!“
To another day…See you in the Park

Winter

