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A few weeks ago I was 

eating breakfast in my 
favorite spot on the back 
deck and was startled when 
I glanced up momentarily 
from my newspaper and 
looked directly into the 
face of a Western Screech 
Owl. I discovered it along 
with two fluffy looking 
siblings and a parent in the 
Eucalyptus tree adjacent to 
the deck two days earlier, 
but it was still surprising to 
look up and see two bright 
yellow eyes staring back. 
This isn’t the first time these 
diminutive owls chose the 
Bonnin habitat to nest. In fact, I’ll never forget the last time 
they were in the neighborhood. Apparently they were 
perching in a tree outside my son Zack’s bedroom 
window and one morning he awoke and yelled 
downstairs “mom, there’s an owl staring at 
me.” Like most owls, Western Screech Owls 
are nocturnal hunters who spend days in 
either a roost hole or peering out from the 
entrance, where they are sometimes found 
by noisy groups of mobbing songbirds (or in our 
area, crows and scrub jays.) They usually leave 
their roosts around sunset to hunt, and return 
just before sunrise. Western Screech Owls parents 
tag team while taking care of their young. The male provides 
almost all the food for the female and chicks during nesting, 
while the female incubates eggs and broods the baby owls. 
She stays with her young constantly for the first 3 weeks, then 
takes increasingly long breaks to help the male hunt and let the 
babies stretch their wings. Owlets leave the nest before 
they can fly well, but stay close to their parents for 
about five weeks after leaving the nest site. As the 
days progressed, my husband and I discovered 
that we enjoyed playing host to the quads 
and although our human children have 
moved away to college, for a short window 

of time, John and I were not 
empty nesters anymore.

One of the true fascinations 
of nature is the process of 
metamorphoses. Recently 
I watched a webinar 
called Everything You 
Ever Wanted to Know 
About Monarch Butterflies 
from Susie Vanderlip, an 
avocational and ardent 
monarch enthusiast, about 
this dramatic rebirth each 
stage of the way. Susie 
started growing milkweed, 
the Monarch caterpillars 
host plant, which “morphed” 

into a passionate interest that fueled a career. I learned that a 
female Monarch will lay 500 individual eggs in a lifetime, which 
hatch into caterpillars who have one goal…to eat, eat, and eat. 
They feed exclusively on milkweed, any species (all which are 

noxious to other insects and birds, but not to them) and on 
all parts of the plant from the pods, to the leaves, to the 

flowers. The yellow, black and white banded larvae 
will then eat ravenously and shed its skin multiple 

times for at least two weeks before crawling off 
to a safe spot to prepare for the next stage.  

The caterpillar will spend the next two days 
spinning a silk pad on the underside of a 
branch or twig to attach itself. It twists and 
turns, finally shedding its skin to reveal the 

chrysalis, an enclosed case which allows the 
caterpillar to pupate from the immature insect 

into the adult. In a week or two, the Monarch 
Butterfly is ready to bust forth from the 
chrysalis and will spend a few hours hanging 

upside down and pumping blood into its wet, 
crumpled wings so that they harden. I’ve 
observed this first hand as years ago I 

watched mesmerized as a Monarch Butterfly 
emerged, or “eclosed” on the Toyon tree 

right outside my office. I spent two 
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hours going in and out checking on the process until finally, 
the butterfly flew away. Unfortunately, the worldwide decline 
of these charismatic insects has been precipitous. For more 
than 50 years groups such as the Xerces Society has been 
monitoring Monarch populations, both the Eastern and 
the Western communities, and the results are not positive. 
In the 1980’s over four million butterflies were counted in 
the Western Monarch population (found west of the Rocky 
Mountains.) By 2017, the annual count found just 200,000 
butterflies and by 2018, the tally fell to only about 30,000. The 
eastern population (found throughout the eastern U.S. and 
southern Canada, and migrate way down to southern Mexico) 
has also fallen from a high of one billion to today’s stat of 98 
million. That may sound like a lot of Monarch Butterflies flying 
around, but these tiny organisms are faced with increased 

environmental pressures, including loss in both their breeding 
and overwintering habitat and use of pesticides, which are 
seriously impacting their survival rates. 

In these warmer months it seems that more and more things 
are flying around our faces. Butterflies, bees, bugs, and birds 
are buzzing, biting, and breeding. One particular flier that we 
see each year in the summer is the Brown Ctenuchid, a diurnal 
pale brown moth with a striking metallic blue abdomen and 
bright red head. The larvae of this moth are fond of grasses like 
Giant Wild Rye, but the adults are often spotted whizzing by in 
the backcountry feeding from flowers in the Coastal Sage Scrub 
particularly Toyon blooms. The Brown Ctenuchid is a coastal moth 
seen from central to southern coastal California from May to 
September. 

We don’t usu-
ally associate 
blooming 
flowers and 
summer in 
our Medi-
terranean 
climate, but 
on a recent 
hike along 
the 3-mile 
loop trail, we intentionally counted flowering plants and came 
up with an impressive list of over 40 bloomers. Some have tiny 
florets, like California Sagebrush, that barely register as flowers 
whereas others like Coyote Gourd has a big bright yellow flow-

er. Some were abundant like the pretty pink Bush 
Mallow, but with others like the Nuttall’s Snapdrag-
on we were lucky to see a lone bloom. We also saw 
several stands of Jimsonweed aka Datura, which 
are flowering prolifically on both the beachside 
bluffs south of Rocky Bight as well as along the 
backcountry trails. These shrubby, sprawling plants, 
which tend to grow quite large in a single growing 
season, have big blossoms covered with whitish 
hairs. The flowers open at night probably to attract 
nocturnal pollinators including sphinx moths and 
beetles. Along with other plants in the Solanaceae 
family including deadly nightshade, tree tobacco 
and belladonna, Jimsonweed is a poisonous pe-
rennial plant containing toxic alkaloids and has 
been known to be used as a hallucinogen. On the 
flip side, it contains some of the world’s most im-
portant food plants, such as the potato, tomato, 

peppers, ground cherries (tomatillo), and eggplant. The trum-
pet-shaped flowers of Jimsonweed are sometimes tinged with 
purple and resemble giant morning glory blossoms. The leaves 
have a strong odor reminiscent of peanuts which allegedly is 
repugnant to some browsing animals who avoid eating the 
plants due to its” foul odor and taste.” I didn’t mind the smell at 
all, but then again, I’m not bothered by skunk spray either!

Speaking of skunks, sadly while on Moro Canyon trail our 
crew spotted a dead juvenile Spotted Skunk, a species we 
weren’t even sure we had in the park. Spotted Skunks are less 
common around this area than the Striped Skunk although the 
dry, rocky, brushy hillsides in the backcountry provide typical 
habitat. Since both species are nocturnal mammals, we don’t 
actually see either of them, but do sometimes see their tracks, 
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scat, or are assaulted 
by their acrid smelling 
musk. Spotted Skunks 
are one of 11 known 
species of skunks in 
the world and are 
far smaller than their 
striped relative (only 
weighing between 
1-2 pounds and 
reaching only about 
1 ½ feet long from 
nose to tail tip.) They 
tend to be faster and 

more agile than Striped Skunks and tend to be good climbers, 
which they will do to escape predators. Considered “natures 
exterminators” since they eat cockroaches, scorpions, and 
spiders, but as omnivores also dine on small mammals, fruit, 
corn, grubs, birds, and their eggs. Although more social than 
their brethren, Spotted Skunks are generally solitary animals 
and only really come together to breed, which they do in early 
spring and then give birth to up to six blind, toothless, furred 
young who lack the distinctive black and white coloration 
until early summer. Even with these disadvantages, Spotted 
Skunks develop their ability to spray before they can even 
open their eyes and when they do, by standing on their front 
legs, they can raise their bushy tails and spray a predator 12-20 
feet away. I was sad to see a dead skunk on the trail, but was 
thrilled to know that they exist in the park.

Even though it’s only the end of June, summer at the Cove 
is in full swing. Honest, really, it is crazy around the park. 
Nonetheless, even with the crowds we are refraining from 
hosting any in person interpretive programs which means no 
typical summer fun like tidepool walks or sunset hikes, nor any 
traditional programming like campfire programs, nor Junior 
Rangers. Instead, our interpretive staff (including the talented 
team of educators at the Crystal Cove Conservancy) have taken 
summer online and created a “suite” of activities. We went “live” 
this week with “Animal Evidence” and have videos, scavenger 
hunts, and science projects all available for the younger set. 
Next up we are focusing on Tidepools, Animal Adaptations, 
and Beautiful Birds. Check out all the new and engaging online 
materials at http://www.crystalcovestatepark.org/ 

With the crisis 
of the last few 
months relating to 
racial inequality, 
The National 
Audubon Society 
launched their 
first Black Birders 
Week to promote 
diversity and 
take on racism in 
outdoor activities. 
Sparked by the 
incident in Central 
Park this initiative 
aims to boost 
recognition of 
representation 
of Black people 
enjoying the natural world. The three goals the founders hope 
to meet are to counter the narrative that the outdoors are not 
the place Black people should be, to educate the birding and 
broader outdoor-loving community about the challenges 
Black birders specifically face, and to encourage increased 
diversity in birding and conservation. In 2016 Ecologist J Drew 
Lanham wrote a provocative article called “Birding While 
Black” focusing on race, belonging, and a love of nature, that 
helped me better understand and sympathize with these 
challenges. He went on to write the “9 Rules For the Black 
Birdwatcher” which sparked passionate conversation of how 
to make birding and nature study more inclusive for people 
of color.  To read the articles see https://lithub.com/birding-
while-black/ and https://orionmagazine.org/article/9-rules-for-
the-black-birdwatcher/. As Nelson Mandela wrote: 

“Education is the most powerful  
weapon you can use to  

change the world.”

Have a happy and safe 4th of July!
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