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On this gorgeous May morning, I explored the tidepools 

from Rocky Bight to Scotchman’s Cove. Normally, a school 
bus load of kids squealing with joy at the marine treasures they 
discovered would have accompanied me, but alas, that was 
not the case. For more than 20 years now, I have thought of 
spring as “tidepool season.” It’s during the months, March-
June, when most teachers jockey for the coveted and limited 
low tide dates to bring their students on an exploration of 
this magical ecosystem. 2020 will be remembered as the year 
we cancelled numerous field trips; guided, self-guided, home 
school, college, and even a middle school band from Las Vegas 
who was coming our way for a competition. I feel such sadness 
for the students (even those college kids who may never have 
visited tidepools, let alone Crystal Cove State Park,) whose long 
anticipated spring outing was scrapped because of the nasty 
pandemic. I can’t deny however, that because of the decrease 
in visitation, the intertidal ecosystem is thriving. What I mean is 

without the poking, 
prodding, picking up, 
and trudging upon 
from thousands of 
schoolchildren and 
their chaperones 
during the week, and 
from curious visitors 
on the weekend, the 
tidepools are looking 
pretty good. As I 

explored I saw one oversized seastar, dozens of vibrant green 
sea anemones, and plenty of both shore and hermit crabs. The 
sun-dappled water was glistening and clear and the ecosystem 
looked well, just so alive.  

The lack of people on the beach and boardwalk at our sister 
state beaches, Huntington and Bolsa Chica have allowed for 
an unprecedented nesting opportunity on their sandy shores. 
Several Western Snowy Plover (WESP) couples welcomed 
the occasion and “set up house” by making five nests at 
Huntington State Beach (HSB) and four nests at Bolsa Chica 
State Beach (BCSB.) Although it is thought that these sparrow-
sized shore birds historically nested at BCSB, none have been 
documented since US Fish and Wildlife Service and other 
agencies began monitoring the species. Even more unusual 
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than breeding pairs using these beaches for nesting sites is 
that one plover pair even nested in the parking lot at BCSB. 
Typically, WESP use the expansive and uninhabited site across 
the street at the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve to nest, but 
the combination of late season rain which flooded the Reserve 
and the lack of people on the beach has created an irresistible 
place for the birds to nest. With fewer than 1500 breeding pairs 
left in California, the Western Snowy Plover is a threatened 
species, protected by the Endangered Species Act. They are 
“masters of camouflage” as they create depressions in the sand 
to lay their buff colored speckled eggs which blend right into 
the environment. That should be a good thing for the plovers 
except that throughout their range, most notably in impacted 

southern 
California, they 
are forced to 
compete with 
the masses 
who enjoy 
the same real 
estate and 
therefore 
easily disturb 
or damage 
their nests 
(and humans 
aren’t the only 
unsuspecting 
culprits: dogs, 
cats, and other 
predators 
also threaten 

the plover’s survival.) To avoid this concern and ensure the 
proliferation of the Western Snowy Plover, state parks and 
partner groups have tried various management techniques 
including both fencing in and closing off the habitat to ensure 
their survival, as well as good old fashioned education. Check 
out the faux lifeguard tower that is serving as an educational 
kiosk for both the plover and the California Least Tern. 

Maybe the lack of beach enthusiasts (just walkers and joggers 
these days, no Frisbee players, kids jumping over waves, or 
tidepoolers) is the reason why a Double-crested Cormorant 
landed on a big rock very close to the shore to dry its wings. 
Only a lone Western Gull and I were on the rocks at the time 
when in flew then perched this prehistoric looking sea bird 
who proceeded to spread its wings and shake its tail feathers. 
I’ve seen this “wing drying” behavior many times, but never 

close enough to detect the sheen, colors, and design found 
on the beautiful birds’ feathers. Birds have to keep their 
feathers dry somehow, especially those that spend large 
portions of their lives in the water (feeding, nesting, chilling,) 
but unlike a duck whose feathers “shed” water when they 
get wet, cormorant feathers have less preen oil than other 
birds, so their feathers can get soaked. To prevent that they 
have adapted to gathering heat and drying their feathers by 
standing in the sun with their wings spread. Even though it 
seems counterproductive for a water bird to lack a biological 
feather-drying defense, experts contend that wet feathers 
might make it easier for cormorants to hunt underwater with 
agility and speed. I didn’t see any physical signs that this 
Double-crested Cormorant had just eaten, but given that it 
was perched in the same spot when I returned an hour later it 
may have been doing more than just sunbathing. Cormorants 
are fish eaters who spend a considerable amount of time 
resting each day, particularly after a meal when they retreat to 
high, airy perches to dry off and digest their meals.

Over the last few years we have become very accustomed to 
seeing an Osprey perching on a telephone pole in the Historic 
District and, if we are lucky enough, watching it eat its catch. 
So seeing one of these striking birds of prey is common, but 
seeing two is rare, and three, well, that is inconceivable…
or was anyways. Laurel and I were actually out surveying for 
Western Snowy Plovers when we encountered a trio of Osprey 
flying, calling, and attempting to hunt. I say “attempting” 
because we watched as one of the group tried to plunge, but 
was unsuccessful in catching a fish, and didn’t even come 
close to the water. In fact, it seemed to halt over the sand as if 
it undershot its destination. According to Audubon Guide to 
North American Birds, “Females remain with the young most of 
the time at first, sheltering them from sun and rain.  Meanwhile 
the male brings the fish and the female feeds the young. The 
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age of the young at first 
flight averages about 
51-54 days.” So, I’m 
thinking that this 
was a family consisting of a mated pair with 
a fledgling out for some “driving lessons” 
so to speak.  Another option is that since one of 
the group was calling continuously and feverishly perhaps it 
was responding to a threat from one of the other Osprey or 
from a Common Raven (of which we saw many on the bluffs, 
including one flying with a morsel in its beak, who landed and 
began feeding its chick.) Osprey are large fish-eating birds 
with an average wing spread of five feet and big eyes that help 
them see fish underwater through the rippling ocean. They 
are often seen flying over the water, head down, hovering 
and then plunging feet first to catch a fish in its talons. Barbed 
pads on the soles of the birds’ feet help them grip slippery 
fish which they then take to a high perch to consume. The day 
after witnessing the fishing lesson, we saw our local Osprey 
in its regular spot on a power pole by the Shake Shack. It had 
a headless fish at its feet and was picking away. We brought 
attention to this scene to a family standing in line who, even 
though were at eye level with the regal raptor, didn’t even 
notice its presence. 

Observing these adult/juvenile behaviors 
(parental feeding, learning to fly) came 
literally on the heels of reading the last 
pages and closing the extraordinary book 
Wildhood, an excellent read examining the 
surprising connections between human 
and animal adolescents. The phenomenally 
well-researched book focuses on the 
shared experiences of adolescents 
across the animal kingdom from physical 

changes at puberty to acquiring the vital life skills to become 
a successful adult. The authors, Barbara Natterson Horowitz 
and Katheryn Bowers, assert that during this “in between 
time” animals and humans face four-core challenges: how to 
stay safe, negotiate status, navigate sexuality, and cultivate 
self-reliance. In each section they highlight the challenges 
through real life experiences of four wild animals whose lives 
and behavior were tracked by scientists around the globe. 
The stars of the book are: Ursula, a King Penguin who on her 
first hunting expedition learned to avoid Leopard Seals off 
of South Georgia Island; Shrink, a hyena born to the lowest 
class who learned to manipulate his rank in the pack; Salt, 
a female humpback whale who learned to navigate the 

language of courtship; and Slavc who set out on 
his own from a dark forest in Slovenia and was 

last “heard” from parenting pups with his long 
time partner near Verona Italy. Wildwood 

chronicles the journey to adulthood 
and the universal challenges spanning 

species on every continent and was a 
fascinating (and essential) read for this 
naturalist, especially given that I have 

two of my own “offspring” presently 
experiencing this crucial time of life.

On the eve of 
re-opening the 
parking lots (to 
50% capacity as 
per the Governor’s 
orders,) I took one 
last stroll along the 
Los Trancos path 
and through the 
tunnel. It looked 
abandoned, as 
indeed it had been, 
with piles of leaf 
litter, and weeds 
growing through 
cracks in the 
cement. A little wind 
blew the sycamore leaves which cast intricate shadows on an 
otherwise sunny trail. With no human distractions I walked 
quietly, but purposely and focused on the signs of nature: the 
soft calls of a pair of courting Mourning Doves, the crunch 
of dried sycamore leaves from whatever organisms were 
hiding along the edges, the lazy motion of butterflies as they 
flitted past my line of vision, and the motionless profile of two 
Western Fence Lizards as they sat upright in the middle of the 
trail catching rays. On such a pretty day, the park should have 
been inundated with visitors including school children, beach 
walkers, café diners, and cottage guests. Instead, the “local” 
residents had one final day of respite. I am so glad to have 
observed them in the quiet and stillness of their existence. As 
Henry David Thoreau wrote:

It’s not what you look at that matters,  
it’s what you see.
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