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efore Zack left for college we went to the bank to open
a credit card for him. Being only 17, I had to co-sign and
while filling out the on-line application the banker used the
drop down menu of jobs to find what best fit my occupation.
I wasn’t surprised that Park Ranger was not listed, but was
bewildered to see an option for Cigarette Distributor, Casino
Owner, and Vending Machine Operator. With the 2019
World Ranger Day commemorated last month, in part
to “celebrate the critical work Rangers do to protect the
world’s natural and cultural treasures ” I feel honored
to be associated with such an esteemed profession.
And although Bank of America still recognizes
Arms and Ammo Dealers and Pawn Brokers
as viable career paths (and I mean no
disrespect), I am incredibly proud to
work for California State Parks.
Along the bluff top, the P-2
boardwalk has always been a
little nature sanctuary. I’ve seen
snakes, weasels, lizards, coyotes,
and birds. Lots of birds in fact,
from breeding gnatcatchers,
to feeding hummingbirds, to
singing thrashers. Over the
years we have seen Northern
Harriers, usually in flight,
flying low in search of a meal,
but recently I saw the most
gorgeous specimen and simply
couldn’t take my eyes off of
it. I don’t know if the bird
was a he or a she, but I am
pretty certain, based on
the striking cinnamon
colored breast, that
it was a juvenile
harrier who was
perched regally
in an elderberry tree.
More familiar then the
Northern Harrier
coloring though, Northern
(C. hudsonius)
Harriers have round owl-

like heads, long wings, and a white booty patch that is obvious
in flight in both male and females, young and old. Northern
Harriers fly low over the ground when hunting, weaving back
and forth over open habitats such as marshes and grasslands.
They forage on the wing, using their keen sense of hearing to
capture their prey of small mammals, birds, reptiles,
and amphibians. Unlike most hawks, these birds
of prey “listen” for their food.
On the first day of Camp Cove, our annual
summer camp with 50 kids from Santa Ana,
State Park and Crystal Cove Conservancy
staff met at Ridge Park and hiked the nearly
4-miles down to the lower Moro lot. It
was a fauna packed hike including birds,
bunnies, and butterflies. We had reptile
encounters including a fence lizard actively
digging a hole with its back feet (maybe
to deposit eggs,) and a Southern Pacific
Rattlesnake traversing the trail on West Cut
Across. On our final leg through the canyon
we stopped along the trail to check out some
tracks and without warning heard a whoosh,
whoosh and watched with awe as a Barn Owl
flew over our heads and into a tree on the
other side of the trail. Barn Owls are nocturnal
and secretive so something about our
presence must have spooked the gorgeous bird from
its diurnal roost. Most of the prey they eat are active
at night such as rats, mice, and voles who are no match
for this mighty owl. Barn Owls fly quietly over open
fields at dusk or after dark with slow wingbeats
searching for prey mostly by watching and
listening while flying low over the ground.
Barn Owls defend the area around their
nests, and since the breeding season is
generally March through August it’s
possible that we stumbled too
close to a nest and the owl
thought we were intruders.
We will never know.
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odor free, but the Turkey Vultures, well, that’s a different story.
As scavengers, Turkey Vultures are known as nature’s garbage
collectors, and feast upon dead, rotting, bloody, and stinking
carcasses. Although they don’t have many predators (maybe
a bird of prey will try and steal a nestling,) when alarmed
or harassed these large bald-headed birds spontaneously
throw up their putrid-smelling highly acidic meal. What an
extraordinary defense mechanism.
Barn Owl pellet contents

Like other owls, once a Barn Owl eats, it coughs up a pellet.
Unlike other owls though, the female Barn Owl makes a
simple nest of her own regurgitated pellets, shredded with
her feet and arranged into a cup and may even break up
newly coughed-up pellets to create a pillowy layer for laying
the eggs. I only recently discovered that it’s not only owls
that regurgitate pellets, but that there are many different
species of birds in the animal kingdom that produce
pellets including grebes, herons, cormorants, gulls, terns,
kingfishers, crows, jays, swallows and most shorebirds. One
characteristic all these birds have in common is that they can’t
chew their food, but unlike other birds owls don’t have a crop
that stores the food for later consumption. Instead, an owl
swallows small prey whole and tears larger prey into smaller
bits before ingesting it. Then like a satisfied burp, an owl spits
out a fur ball consisting of indigestible matter including rodent
skeletons, insect shells, bills, beaks, claws, hair and fur. Hawks,
eagles, falcons, and vultures also “cast” out the remains of their
meal. Hawks produce some of the largest pellets among all
predatory birds, with the contents varying greatly depending
on the species of hawk, their location,
and the type of prey consumed.
Turkey Vulture
Eagles pellets vary depending
(Cathartes aura)
on their type and location too
(no sloth or monkey eating
eagles around here,) and
falcons produce smaller
pellets with much less
bone mass than owls. What
it boils down to with owls is
that they have an inefficient digestive
system that can’t disintegrate some of
the food scraps and so while digestible
materials pass through, the rest is
held in the owl’s gizzard waiting
to be ejected. Owl pellets are

Back to Camp Cove, because of the partnership the
Conservancy has forged with Newport Landing we were able
to take the campers out on the high seas. Leaving Newport
Beach we cruised in search of Orcas which had been spotted
the day before. No such luck finding the largest of the dolphin
family, but we
did stumble
upon
hundreds
of
Offshore
Bottlenose Dolphins
Bottlenose Dolphin
(Tursiops truncatus)
(as opposed to nearshore
which are more frequently observed.) The
offshore species are a bit larger, darker in color, and have
smaller flippers than their inshore relatives. Both are playful
and engaging social animals (love to ride the wake of the
boat,) but the offshore dolphins aren’t seen very regularly as
they tend to stay seaward of the continental shelf. Not a lot is
known about this group of dolphins which made marveling
at them even sweeter. The only other mammals we saw were
the gregarious sea lions resting on the buoy at the mouth of
the breakwater, but our wonderful Conservancy educators
conducted a plankton tow and from this I learned some
new plankton fun facts. Plankton, of which there are literally
millions of types of organisms, comes in many shapes and sizes
– from microscopic organisms to large jellyfish. Some plankton
is plant-like (phytoplankton,) whereas the other is part of the
animal kingdom (zooplankton,) but there are sub-groups of
plankton as well. The two most interesting are Meroplankton
which inhabits the planktonic phase for only a portion of their
lives, most likely in the larval stage, and include the larvae
of sea stars and sea urchins. Eventually they grow, mature,
and change shape. On the flip side are the Holoplankton
(or permanent plankton,) which remain as plankton for their
entire lives. They can be either phytoplankton or zooplankton.
Regardless of the form, these aquatic plants and animals help
feed the oceanic world as they are an incredibly important
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food source for small fish
such as mackerel and
sardines as well as
some of the largest
baleen whales.
It seems like each
month I am stumped
by a plant growing
prolifically in the
park that I simply
don’t recognize from
year’s past, or maybe
just not in such
abundance. Right
now the coastal bluffs,
the backcountry, and
even the tortoise pen
is overrun with Conyza
Horseweed
Canadensis, familiarly
(Conyza canadensis)
known as Horseweed
or mare’s tail, a summer annual or biennial broadleaf plant
found throughout California. During wet years it may be found
on hillsides of coastal sage scrub, and since 2019 was a wet
year this tall, erect plant is everywhere. The flowerheads of
Horseweed attract bees, flies, and other insects and maybe
even spiders…
It’s not uncommon to see spider webs in the park especially
in late summer, but we don’t always see the actual makers of
the webs. What I saw recently was even more unusual. Rather

Western Spotted Orb Weaver
(Neoscona oaxacensis)

Peter Bryant

than just one spider, I saw a string of spiders sitting center
stage in their webs most likely waiting for a meal. More than a
dozen Western Spotted Orb Weavers are strewn amongst the
sagebrush, salt bush, and tar plant along a quarter mile stretch
between Pelican Point parking lots #2 & #3. It’s like they are
living communally? I can’t imagine what it is about this one
small area that has attracted these large spiders (bigger than
1/2” body which is gigantic for many arachniphobes,) but
there they sit, upside-down, in the center of their round webs
waiting for flies, moths, beetles, and other tasty insects to
entangle themselves. Amongst the crew is one lone Silver
Argiope and along with that and the tarantula Laurel spotted
on her July full moon hike, we know it’s spider season.
On a recent Sunday evening, my husband and I enjoyed a
concert at the Hollywood Bowl. With the exception of the
utter cluster of getting out of that place, I adore the venue.
The night was cool and as I gazed up at the sky I saw a
shooting star (could’ve been an airplane, but I am going with
the star.) The moon was brilliant and the stars were twinkling
and as I listened to the music and pondered the changes in
my life I realized that no matter how far away my boys are,
nor which continents they are living on, we all see the same
sun, moon, and stars. In a weird way it made me feel closer
than the 8,810 miles to Singapore and the 5,564 miles to the
Netherlands. In fact, it felt like we were together again. As an
unknown poet wrote: “Distance means so little when someone
means so much.”
See you in the park!
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