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I tagged along on our November full moon hike. 
It was a Tuesday, and so only two visitors joined 

Senior Park Aide Laurel and me, but I didn’t 
mind at all. It was a foggy day and as the sun 
went down the clouds obscured the night 
sky. As it got darker though the moon began 
making sneak previews through the mist and 
the clouds. The atmosphere was mystical like a 
Bram Stoker Dracula movie and on this particular 
evening, it felt otherworldly. Hiking in the backcountry 
at night is intriguing since it is a completely different space 
than during the day as we see, hear, and sometimes even 
smell the nocturnal life. We only had a few wildlife encounters, 
but they were memorable. One occurred while hiking up No 
Dogs Trail when a large bird suddenly burst forth from a shrub, 
crossed our path, and flew down into the canyon. It was too 
dark to identify, but it was big. And just as we were starting 
our hike we nearly squished a tiny 
Pacific Tree Frog that hopped by 
our feet (or maybe we walked 
where it was hopping) and 
then saw two large, chunky 
Western Toads. We didn’t hear 
any ribbets nor croaks, just a lot 
of thrashing in the dry brush 
that caught me off guard each 
time. It was a beautiful, ethereal 
evening and I loved experiencing 
the solitude and serenity in the 
backcountry under a moonlit 
sky. I’m going to hike on the full 
moon more often. 

Chances are the bird that we 
startled was an owl since 
it was large, had a big 
wingspan, and is active 
after dark. Lately owls 
have been omnipresent 
in my life, not just in the 
physical world, but in 
writings, movies, and 
even in my dreams. I’ve 

been re-reading a book I bought years ago called 
“Owls Aren’t Wise & Bats Aren’t Blind” which 

attempts to debunk wildlife fallacies, and got 
quite a chuckle from this passage: Why have 
we endowed these birds with such an aura of 
great wisdom? The answer seems to lie in the 

owl’s facial structure and large staring eyes. 
An owl’s eyes are set squarely in the front of its 

head, an avian feature shared only by penguins. 
This eye placement conspires with the feathered 

facial disc to give the owl a vague human appearance. In 
addition, those big, staring eyes lend an almost professorial 
appearance to owls, much as horn-rimmed glasses might to 
a human. Anthropomorphism does the rest; if owls remind us 
of ourselves, they must therefore be intelligent.”  Maybe not 
intelligent, but owls are fierce predators, with some mind-
blowing adaptations. They are silent hunters with remarkable 

hearing and eyesight and who can 
turn their heads 270 degrees. 
Of the 216 owl species found 
worldwide, three of those, Great 
Horned, Barn, and Burrowing 

Owl, are found here in the park and 
are represented by a stuffed specimen 
right in my office. The Burrowing 
Owl, a recently acquired taxiderm, 
is about the cutest thing you have 
ever seen. Only reaching about 
9 ½” at the tall end of the scale, 
these adorable owls have long 
legs, piercing yellow eyes, white 

eyebrows and grumpy faces. 
This new specimen has a story 

though, he was stuffed as 
a tribute to Trail Assistant 

Volunteer Frank Davern 
who recently passed away 
from cancer. Frank’s 
employer wanted to 
honor him and because 
of his love of Crystal 
Cove and his discovery 
of a Burrowing Owl 
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along the bluff a few years back, this new specimen was a 
perfect symbolic gift. A beautiful Barn Owl, with its white 
and gold feathers and heart shaped face hangs on the wall 
above Alex’s desk. Recently I watched a video shot by Sea 
Glass Rick two years ago on the cliffs above 3.5 cove. In the 
video, a Raven and a Barn Owl are engaged in a row of sorts. 
According to Rick, who has spent countless hours chronicling 
the Ravens of Crystal Cove SP, the owl had perched itself in 
an alcove quite close to the Raven’s nesting territory where 
the chicks were learning how to fly. The raven appears to be 
boldly harassing the owl as if saying “you aren’t welcome 
here,” and the owl is aggressively seeming to say “too bad.” 
Check out the video! Finally, when I come to work each day 
I always “make eye contact” with the Great Horned Owl who 
sits at my work station and am reminded of the juvenile Great 
Horned Owl who has been loudly and incessantly begging for 
food for several months now in a Eucalyptus tree next to my 
bedroom window. This guy is LOUD, especially in the silence 
of the night and at 3am it sounds like it’s right inside my head. 
Apparently, the fledgling duration for a Great Horned Owl 
can last up to three months, so this youngster must be old 
enough and self-sufficient enough at this point to establish it’s 
own winter territory. You wouldn’t know it by the ear splitting 
screeches which translate to “feed me.” At about six weeks the 
young birds leave the nest and follow their parents on hunting 
expeditions. The adults continue to feed them teaching the 
chicks the necessary skills to navigate the owl world. It is 
exciting to witness this innate avian behavior; I just wish it 
wasn’t in the wee hours of the morning.

The book I am reading also debunks myths about bats, which 
is good thing since those poor guys, the only flying mammals, 
have so much stigma attached to them. Bats are neither blind, 
nor do they get caught in people’s hair, nor do they suck 
people’s blood. Earlier this month, Laurel was staffing her 
Trailside Chat table at the entrance to Moro Canyon when a 
family approached her about something they saw lying on 
the trail. At first glance, Laurel thought the brownish lump 
was scat, but after closer inspection realized it was a dead bat. 
Laurel scooped it into a baggie and sent the photos to OC Bat 
expert Stephanie Remington who identified it as a Western 
Red Bat. This tiny, attractive bat with thick, shaggy fur is one 
of 16 species found in Orange County, but finding a dead one 
in the park in the fall was certainly uncommon. According to 
Stephanie’s site: “This solitary, foliage roosting species depends 
on intact riparian corridors (e.g. creek vegetation) for roosting 
and foraging” and it was found on Moro trail near the creek 

surrounded by willows, oaks, and sycamores. Western Red Bats 
actually sport a variety of colors of fur: brown, yellow, white 
and orange. Even with the array of bright colors, these bats 
seem to blend into the fall foliage and are well-camouflaged 
while they sleep in their tree roosts. Probably, it’s because 
when they fold their wings over their bodies to get a little 
shut eye, they resemble dead leaves. Knowing that makes 
me wonder how many times I have unknowingly walked past 
a sleeping bat or other animals who may be visible, but not 
obvious. Mating for the Western Red Bat takes place in the fall 
and by late spring the female will give birth, often to twins, 
but who, because of the mighty food chain, may likely become 
a meal for one of our local creatures like an owl, raccoon or 
opossum.

Laurel seems to have a knack for finding dead animals. Not 
only did she find the bat in the canyon, but a few months back 
she also stumbled upon a dead bobcat on the Environmental 
Study Loop Trail. Because of the condition, it was assumed 
that the bobcat had mange or some other feline disease, but 
that didn’t stop Laurel from burying the dead animal so she 
could later retrieve the skull to use in her education programs. 
With so many different animals living (and dying) in the park 
it is surprising we don’t find more carcasses on the trails or on 
the beach. On a recent walk along the shoreline with a group 
of students, Laurel and I came upon a washed up Moray Eel. 
What’s really troubling is that I saw another one two weeks 
later and one of our lifeguards has reported seeing yet another 
dead eel on the beach at Crystal Cove. All three fish were 
bleached white and missing their eyes (undoubtedly food for 
another creature) and even dead, looked menacing. California 
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Moray Eels are long slim snakelike fish that can grow up to 
13’ long, are brownish/greenish in color, and covered in a 
yellowish slime (protects the fish by making it slippery.) Unlike 
most fish however, Moray Eels don’t have gill covers and so are 
constantly opening and closing their mouths to breathe and 
with super sharp bacteria covered teeth (and a lot of them) 
they look angry and aggressive. As if those teeth aren’t scary 
enough, Moray Eels have two sets of jaws, one for grabbing 
prey and the other for pulling it in and swallowing. During 
the day they rest in caves and crevices with only their heads 
protruding, but at night, they slither out looking for octopuses, 
crabs, squid and small fishes and since they have poor eyesight 
they use their keen sense of smell to find their food. Finally, 
the last unusual finding we have seen on the beach are piles of 
Pyrosomes or colonial tunicates which are scattered along the 
beach in large numbers. These bumpy gelatinous cucumber-
like creatures are filter-feeding organisms that free-float in the 
ocean and filter plankton 
through their bodies for 
nutrients. More common 
in warm, tropical waters 
these unusual marine 
invertebrates possibly 
washed ashore due to 
a recent south swell 
carrying them up from 
Mexico. 

Enough of the dead 
things! As we enter 
the final month of 
2019, Crystal Cove 
Conservancy is once 
again hosting the 
enormously popular 
Tree Lighting. From 
their website: “Every 
year, just after 
Thanksgiving, Crystal 
Cove is transformed 
into a holiday 
wonderland with vintage ornaments, twinkling lights, and 
a beautiful, majestic tree on the beach. The first Saturday in 
December is the Annual Tree Lighting & Holiday Bazaar 
complete with Santa arriving via a lifeguard vehicle to greet 
the crowd. As Santa and strolling carolers join the event, 
complimentary hot chocolate, apple cider and home-baked 
goodies will be provided by The Beachcomber Café. The tree 
lighting ceremony begins at dusk.” For more details, see www.
crystalcove.org.

Next week we will celebrate Thanksgiving. I am thankful for my 
family and friends, for our health, for our southern California 
climate, and of course, for my job. I am thankful that I have 
worked at Crystal Cove State Park for nearly 22 years and 
that I enjoy coming to work each day as much now as I did in 
1998. I am thankful that I have the chance to see luminescent 
moons while hiking in our backcountry and both live and dead 
creatures as I stroll through the park. As British Poet Charles 
MacKay wrote: 

There is no such thing as death. In nature nothing 
dies. From each sad remnant of decay, some forms 
of life arise so shall his life be taken away before he 

knoweth that he hath it. 

To all those turkeys…Happy Thanksgiving!

Winter

Peter Bryant
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What kind of eel is that? “That’s a Moray!”

Moray Eel
(Gymnothorax mordax)

Pyrosomes
(Pyrosoma)

http://www.crystalcove.org
http://www.crystalcove.org

