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An autumn walk in the park reveals the hues of the season: 
shades of brown, gray, rust, mustard, olive, and a wee bit 

of bright yellow for good measure.  In my green and khaki 
uniform I blend right into the fall foliage. In the spring I feel 
washed out and drab as it’s hard to compete with the vibrant 
colors whereas in the fall, in our camouflage duds a Park 
Ranger fits right in. Writer Sarah Addison Allen eloquently 
summed up my sentiments when she wrote: “It looked like 
the world was covered in a cobbler crust of brown sugar and 
cinnamon.”

We tend to associate autumn with colors, leaves, and shadows.  
Phenology, a term in ecology indicating the changing of the 
seasons, is the study of the timing of the biological events in 
plants and animals such as flowering, leafing, hibernation, 
reproduction, and migration and how these events are 
influenced by changes in season and climate. For example, a 
phenologist might ask how a desert tortoise knows when to 
hibernate or why a gray whale gets the urge to swim south 
thousands of miles from their feeding grounds.  Phenologists 
note that “plants and animals don’t have calendars or watches, 
but many of them take cues from the changing seasons and 
changes in weather with the seasons, such as temperature and 
precipitation, signal many organisms to enter new phases of 
their lives.”   What a fascinating field of study!  On my bucket 
list is one day to see the springtime annual gathering of half a 
million Sandhill Cranes on the Platte River in Nebraska where 
these graceful birds converge to rest and eat before heading 
north to mate.  Closer to home though, I’d be thrilled to 
engage with phenologist studying the autumnal occurrences 
here at Crystal Cove State Park who would be overjoyed with 

the bounty 
of arrivals.  
The birds are 
most notable.  
When the 
White-
crowned 
Sparrows, 
Yellow-
rumped 
Warblers, and  
Say’s Phoebes 

return, we know that it is fall since all “overwinter” in this area.  
The Snowy Plovers are back hanging around on the beach 
near Treasure Cove having spent their summer alongside 
hordes of beach-goers up and down the California coast, and 
the Cassin’s Kingbirds are replacing their Western Kingbird 
cousins on the sycamore branches along the bluff trail at 
Pelican Point. 

Aside from the birds, 
spiders, of all shapes, 
sizes, and color, are 
some of the park’s most 
recognized fall visitors, 
for better or for worse.  
It is “spider season” 
and although they are 
year round residents, 
they typically hatch in 
the spring then grow 
and molt several times during the summer. Once they reach 
adulthood is when we tend to notice them.  Some of the most 
recognizable and awe inspiring spiders that adorn the park are 
members of the orb weaver family: spiders that spin large, 
beautifully intricate webs that glisten in the morning dew.  Not 
only are these spiders mature at this time of year, but they 
are also ready to mate so that they can lay their eggs before 
winter. So, while they lie low in the early summer (trying to 
keep from being eaten,) the survivors are now large enough 

to start spinning webs. Females 
are usually those displayed 
in their webs while males 
spend their energy looking for 
romance.  Although the orb 
weavers like the Silver Argiope, 
the Black and Yellow Argiope, 
or the suitably named Pumpkin 
Spider are certainly the most 
dazzling local arachnids, lots of 
other eight-legged creatures 
are also common to Orange 
County.  We may spot a grass 
spider like a funnel weaver 
known for its thick matted 
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(Charadrius nivosus)

Yellow-rumped Warbler
(C. hudsonius)

Pumpkin Spider
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web on the ground amongst the scrub, or a trapdoor spider 
who digs a burrow into the ground and then covers it with a 
masterfully constructed “trap door” of dirt and silk.  Despite 
people’s fears about spiders, they eat huge numbers of insects 
and help balance nature’s food web. For an up-close look 
at some of the county’s beauties see Peter Bryants Natural 
History of Orange County’s website.  

Even though birds fly, and spiders hide, it’s still easier to spot 
either of those than it is a reptile.  However, so far this fall, 
a couple of Orange-throated Whiptails have been seen 
darting around the park.  All of these handsome lizards 
have yellow and black stripes, but only the males sport the 
vibrant orange throat patch during the breeding season 
and only the juveniles flaunt an electric blue tail, 
which can reach up to two times the body length. 
Whiptails are scarce in these parts since much of 
their habitat, Coastal Sage Scrub and Chaparral 
has been destroyed for development, and what’s 
left is seriously fragmented. The Orange-throated 
Whiptail feeds on spiders, scorpions, termites, 
centipedes, small invertebrates, and small lizards 
and are in turn food for snakes and nocturnal 
mammals, especially raccoons and skunks.  I have 
only seen these slender bodied reptiles racing from 
one side of the trail to the other, but apparently, 
the males have an intriguing defense mechanism.  
When protecting their territory from other males 
they arch their back, twitch the tail tip, and point 
the snout at the ground, which threatens the 

nemesis causing it to retreat without having to make contact 
with the intruder. Sounds like a bull at a bull fight!

A walk on the beach in fall is always different in many ways 
from other seasons of the year.   No matter when though, we 
seem to see a fair amount of dead and dying honeybees 

floundering at the shorelines.  I know this first-hand as 
I have stepped on my fair share.  While researching 
why bees are beached I found an interesting article 
that read:  “According to Beekeepers, there are a 
couple of potential reasons. One is that worker 
bees fly erratic routes in their search for pollen. 
Once full, however, they take the most direct route 
(a beeline) back to the hive. Sometimes beelines 
cross bays. If salt spray falls on the bees’ wings, it 
brings them down. Onshore winds then wash the 
crippled insects to the beach. Another beekeeper 
told me that “some of the bees we see struggling at 
the shoreline are too old to make it home. Worker 
bees live only a few weeks, hauling pollen until 
they drop in their tracks. Sometimes this happens 
over the water, and then the wind blows the spent 
bees ashore.”  Like many of us, I like to walk the 
beach barefoot, feeling the sand squishing beneath 
my feet and the cool ocean water washing over 

my toes.  It’s hard to look down when so much activity is 
happening all around like pelicans soaring low over the water, 
sanderlings rushing back and forth chasing the waves, and 
dolphins frolicking in the surf, but I do try to focus on what is 
below and in front of me, every now and again, to prevent a 
painful sting.  
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Orange-throated Whiptail
(Aspidoscelis hyperythrus)

California Thrasher
(Toxostoma redivivum)
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Roosevelt the Rosy Boa, our park interpretive mascot (lives 
in our office and is adored by thousands of school children 
each year) eats mice, plain and simple.  Recently when he was 
fed, he bit and squeezed his meal which expired, but didn’t 
eat it.  At this time of year Argentine ants tend to be waiting 
for any organic matter to sink their mandibles into and it 
didn’t take long for them to sniff out the dead mouse.  As they 
invaded Roosevelt’s cage, Alex and I noticed the ants were also 
crawling over him and on his eyes (snakes don’t have eye lids 
so they appeared to be pestering him.)  In fact, it looked like 
he was shaking his head attempting to dislodge the irritating 
organisms.  We removed the mouse and after a short while the 
ants disappeared.  Snakes may not like ants crawling on them, 
but apparently many birds do.  A day or two after this incident 
Alex was reading how one of our local birds, the California 
Thrasher, stands on ant hills and allows the little buggers 
to go through their feathers in a behavior called “anting.”  
According to the Birders Handbook:  “Many different songbird 
species have been observed picking up single ants or small 
groups and rubbing them on their feathers. Less commonly, 
other songbirds “ant” by spreading their wings and lying on 
an anthill, and squirming or otherwise stimulating the ants to 
swarm up among their feathers.  The purpose of anting is not 
well understood, but the most reasonable assumption seems 
to be that it is a way of acquiring the defensive secretions 
of ants primarily for their insecticidal, miticidal, fungicidal, 
or bactericidal properties and, perhaps secondarily, as a 
supplement to the bird’s own preen oil.  Because the seasonal 
timing of anting and molting (spring and summer) often 
correspond, some have suggested that anting may soothe 
the skin during feather replacement. It seems more likely that 
the seasonal relationship simply reflects the greater activity of 
ants during those periods.”  These are some pretty intriguing 
theories, but the actual purpose of this behavior is still 
uncertain (sounds like an awesome Phd dissertation though.)  
Amongst the many birds that are known to “ant” are the Song 
Sparrow, Northern Mockingbird, and Great Horned Owl, all 
which are common residents in the park.

Once again, the Crystal Cove Conservancy hosted a successful 
party, another fall tradition.  From the press release:  A crowd 
of 410 raised a net total of $407,000 as all enjoyed an evening 
under the stars, complete with exquisite sunset views and a 
delectable dinner catered by title sponsor The Resort at Pelican 
Hill at the 20th Platinum Anniversary Crystal Cove Soirée 
Saturday, Oct. 5, hosted by Crystal Cove Conservancy. The 
Soirée began at sunset with a cocktail reception, 

hors d’oeuvres and a silent auction. The Resort at Pelican Hill 
donated the hors d’oeuvres as well as the elegant dinner duo 
of beef short ribs and Maine lobster. A live auction was held 
as well as a fund-a-need to support important STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and math) education programs, and 
guests danced into the night to the Motown sounds of The 
Blue Breeze Band.  Funds raised at the Soirée will support the 
organization’s mission and important education programs to 
help create the next generation of environmental stewards. 
The Conservancy uses a social enterprise model to fund 
preservation, conservation and education initiatives with the 
goal of creating a sustainable future for Crystal Cove State Park 
and is a national model for how funds can be reinvested into 
the park.

Just last week the lifeguard towers were removed from the 
beach, yet another indication that the fall season is here.  The 
Toyon berries have started to change from green to bright red 
and soon the fluffy rayless flowers of the Coyote Bush will be 
decorating the park.  Those are signs of another season…

“Winter is an etching, spring a watercolor, 
summer an oil painting and autumn a mosaic 

of them all.”  
Stanley Horowitz

See you in the Park!

Winter
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