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At the Golden Globe Awards actor Tom Hanks was 
awarded the Cecil B. DeMille award for his “outstanding 

contributions to the world of entertainment.”  In his humble 
and heartfelt speech, Hanks quipped, “you’re a dope if you 
don’t steal from everyone you’ve ever worked with.”  That 
comment resonated with me because as an interpreter I have 
stolen countless ideas, techniques, tools, and styles from Park 
Rangers, interpretive naturalists, and trained docents.  Why 
wouldn’t I?  Each time I join in on a guided hike, a campfire 
talk, or any kind of naturalist workshop I am intently focusing 
on what nuggets I may take back (aka steal) to enhance my 
own programs.  For example, when I worked at Channel Islands 
National Park I watched as an interpreter teaching about gray 
whale migration stretched out a rope to show the massive size 
of the whales.  Essentially, rather than saying the whales can 
reach 50’ she showed it, so when I designed my gray whale 
program you can be sure I incorporated that memorable 
technique.  Moreover, I am a firm believer that it is unnecessary 
to “re-invent the wheel” when someone else has figured out 
an effective approach.  I have always struggled with explaining 
what causes 
the change 
between 
the high 
tide and 
low tide, 
but once I 
glommed 
onto 
the site 

howstuffworks.com I was able to share a fun and folksy 
account of this daily oceanographic phenomenon that I like 
to incorporate in my presentations.  So, although stealing has 
a negative connotation, in the acting or teaching world, it can 
lead to golden opportunities.  

In my Bones program, designed for elementary school 
students, I incorporate all sorts of interactive and engaging 
methods to describe the similarities and differences between 
vertebrates and while focusing on amphibians, use a magnetic 
metamorphosis puzzle to show the different stages of frog 

development.  Students are invited to come to the front of 
the class and arrange the pieces into the proper sequence 
which starts with the eggs and ends with the adult frog (with 
several phases in between.)  Even more exciting though than 
teaching about frog/toad metamorphosis is witnessing a 
stage first hand and last week I observed eggs sacs of the 
Western Spadefoot Toad, the first stage in the life cycle.  
Although both toads and frogs breed in water and eggs of 
both can be found in various spots in the park, according to 
Kathy Baumberger from USGS “those look like spadefoot 
egg masses. There are also treefrog egg masses in that pool, 
but they tend to look more gelatinous, while the spadefoot 
are more like small grapes.”  The egg sacs we found looked 
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like gloopy snot (yuck) with dozens of rye seeds scattered 
throughout.  The toad eggs were found attached to twigs near 
the waters edge, in long parallel diaphanous strands, but I 
didn’t see any frog eggs which are more likely seen on water 
surfaces in large, round clusters. While frogs tend to breed in 
water that is free of fish who feast on their eggs, toads don’t 
have the same concern since their eggs are doused with 
a foul-smelling toxic secretion that the female spreads on 
them to ward off predators.  Both toad and frog eggs hatch 
in approximately seven to ten days although frog eggs may 
hatch earlier since they absorb more heat while closer to the 
surface, which accelerates the process. On their “birth” day, 
both species undergo similar metamorphoses, including 
losing the gill pouch, and developing digestive tracts that help 
them to adapt to a more terrestrial existence. 

On the other side of the park a large group of grebes, 
collectively known as a “water dance” have alit for the season.  
We anticipate seeing them as each winter a large contingent 
of grebes land on the water off of the Historic District (often 
visible from the Registration Office deck.)  Even out at sea, this 
raft of birds is visible with their black heads, sleek white necks, 
red eyes, and yellow bills.  But each year Alex and I toggle over 
the species of grebe and even though some grebes are in our 
area year round others from northern populations (Canada, 
Alaska) migrate to coastal ocean areas, and quite frankly 
we don’t know who is who.  According to bird walk docent 
and ornithology aficionado Tom Eastman, “Both Western 
and Clark Grebes are resident species, and both are here 
year-round.  They also start breeding relatively early in the 
year (as in a few weeks ago,) and are known to interbreed.  I 
don’t know the percentages off the top of my head, but it’s 
certainly possible that you’re seeing Clark’s, Western and 
hybrids between the two all at the same time.  The two look 

very similar and hybrids show a mix of field marks from both 
parents.  Sometimes a hybrid will have more traits from one 
or the other, but sometimes the best you can do is call a bird a 
hybrid because the field marks are so evenly split.”  So, I don’t 
really know who we are seeing, but using Tom’s explanation 
I’m calling those floating birds a combination of Western, 
Clarks, and hybrids.  See for yourself and join Tom on his first 
Saturday of each month bird walk.  Check out the calendar 
for more details.

California kicked off the year with hundreds of new state laws 
addressing issues as far ranging as including monthly limits on 
gun purchases, more protections against high-interest loans, 
increased pay for low-wage jobs and the end of touring circus 
shows featuring exotic animals.  Amongst the 1,200 new laws 
that Governor Newson signed at the start of the year and will take 
effect at some point in 2020, one will affect California State Parks.  
As of this year smoking will be banned on our state beaches 
and parks and smoking and disposing of cigarette or cigar waste 
in any unit in the state park system with the exception of paved 
roads and paved parking areas will be prohibited.  Soon we will 
have signs posted on our bulletin boards and in other strategic 
locations throughout the park notifying the public of this new 
law.  The bill establishes a fine of up to $25 for smoking violations.  
With this new law Crystal Cove State Park will fall into line with our 
neighbors in Laguna Beach and Newport Beach where lighting 
up on their beaches is already outlawed.  Years ago I read the 
quotes “Fish Don’t Smoke” and “Keep Your Butts Off the Beach,”  
and so from an environmental perspective I am glad that this law 
has been enacted.

January and February are primo months to explore our 
southern California tidepools as we get some exceptionally 
low tides during the afternoons.  Today I saw 13 Ochre Sea 
Stars which really made my day.  The sea stars were on the 
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rocks at the furthest reach of the park so probably not seen 
by many park visitors.  I dashed in and out of the splash to 

get a good 
look at these 
echinoderms 
that have not 
rebounded from 
the disease that 
decimated their 
populations 
more than six 
years ago.  But, 
there they 
were, tucked 
safely inside a 
crevice taking 
refuge from 
the crashing 
waves and from 
the Western 
Gulls who were 
snacking on  
mussels which 
were closed up 
tight trying to 
protect their 
soft bodies 
(but those gulls 
are tenacious 

and persistent!)  Seeing so many of these iconic intertidal 
specimens, of various colors and sizes, gave me hope that 
they will return.  My first tidepool school program of 2020 
was memorable.  Not only were the students courteous and 
attentive, but we had the good fortune of first finding an 
octopus, and then watching it play “hide and seek” with a 
trio of tidepool sculpin.  As we gazed into the pool the three 
sculpins darted out from under a rock and froze in place, 
seemingly trying to avoid detection.  Not to be outsmarted, 
the octopus spotted the motionless fish unfurled its tentacles 
and attempted to capture one for a meal.  No luck though, 
the fish were too quick and escaped the strong grasp of the 
octopus and its undulating tentacles. I love watching nature 
unfold before my eyes.  You can join us on one of our guided 
tidepool walks scheduled in the month of February.  Check 
out the attached calendar of events.

January 10 marked the highest tide of the year, otherwise known 
as a King Tide.  Throughout the state, events, activities and walks 
were held to showcase the vital message of climate change.  
California State Parks (CSP) partnered with the California Coastal 
Commission for a Facebook Live event which observed the King 
Tides at six beachfront parks (Crystal Cove was highlighted and 
our own Alex, alongside Senior Environmental Scientist Riley 
Pratt and Crystal Cove Conservancy Educator Erick Valdez, wowed 
the virtual audience with their climate change knowledge.)  
The theme of the event was “Get Wise to Sea Level Rise” and 
explored how the King Tides offer a glimpse of the impacts that 
future sea level rise will have on our coastal resources (little doom 
and gloom, just passing on the facts.)  Later that day I offered a 
public walk and shared the magic of the tidepools with a small 
group of visitors as we walked and explored from Reef Point to 
Rocky Bight.  Then a few days 
later I heard of the passing 
of Neil Peart, drummer 
extraordinaire from the 
progressive rock band Rush 
and was moved by the 
poetry in their song Natural 
Science which features this 
microcosmic world that so many Californians embrace.  So in 
honor of Neil, Rush, and the fragile ecosystem that graces the 
coastline here at Crystal Cove State Park I offer these words:

When the ebbing tide retreats, 
 along the rocky shoreline

It leaves a trail of tidal pools,  
in a short-lived galaxy

Each microcosmic planet,  
a complete society

A simple kind mirror,  
to reflect upon our own

All the busy little creatures,  
chasing out their destinies

Living in their pools,  
they soon forget about the sea

See you in the Park!

Winter Ray Dunn
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