
October 2020

The 

Crystal Cover
My husband and I have embarked on 

a home revamp.  Nothing fancy or 
elaborate, just some seemingly simple repairs 
(an oxymoron for sure) and fresh coats of paint 
in an attempt to preserve our home from falling 
into disrepair.  One of the projects is refitting 
our back deck, probably my favorite spot in 
the house.  We replaced some of the rotting 
and old redwood planks with some beautiful 
new redwood boards and had been looking 
for a stain to blend the two.  We liked “Fresh 
Brew”, a rich color with a chocolatey brown 
hue, but found the red undertone was a little 
much for our taste.  The day after deciding we 
needed to find a stain that had a warmer brown 
tone, Laurel found a beautiful red feather on 
the Los Trancos trail that looked just like “Fresh 
Brew,” and was undoubtedly a tail feather 
from the largest and most common hawk in 
North America…a Red-tailed Hawk. The color 
of this long flight feather, called a rectrice, was 
sublime, for a bird feather, but not for our deck.  

Laurel also stumbled upon some other exciting park treasures, 
but these were alive. In the early 1970’s there was a song 
called “Spiders and Snakes” which was a big hit.  In the song, 
the guy was trying to impress a girl by presenting her with 
a frog that he found in a hollow log.  Well, the girl retorted “I 
don’t like spiders and snakes” and then called him a fool.  Now, 

back in 1974 I am 
sure I would have 
agreed with that 
girl, but today, I’m 
unquestionably 
intrigued by 

spiders and snakes and was therefore 
excited and admittedly jealous when 
Laurel returned from an after work hike 
along No Dogs Trail and reported she saw 
both a tarantula and a rattlesnake.  Laurel’s 
encounters were awesome observations, 
but a few weeks back volunteer Jon Head 
witnessed the “Rattlesnake Tango” 
which was truly a rare and exciting 
spectacle. He watched as two male 
Southern Pacific Rattlesnakes writhed, 
undulated, and wrapped themselves 
around one another in what is known as 
a “combat dance.” In the spring, males are 
on the prowl for a female and although 
at one time this behavior was thought to 
be a courtship ritual, it is now known that 
only male rattlers compete in this dancing 
competition which is performed to ward 
off male intruders. Since rattlesnakes are 
deaf their “rattling” is a useless defense 
against others of their species, and so, 
they have developed this elaborate way of 

settling conflict. The intention is to throw the other off balance 
by using their awesome muscular strength and supreme 

coordination.  See for yourself (click image above for video).  
As for the tarantula, what’s not to like about these hairy and 
large critters (their bodies can grow up to 2 ½” with a leg 
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spread as long as 7”?)  These ground-dwelling spiders stay “in-
doors” most of the year, but around late August and through 
October thousands of male tarantulas throughout southern 
California emerge from their burrows during what is known as 
the “migration season.”  The male tarantulas aren’t looking for 
food, or a different climate, instead these fellas are looking for 
love. Male tarantulas spend the first 5-8 years underground, 
but once they reach maturity are driven to “leave home.” While 
the females stay nice and cozy in their burrows, the males are 
on the prowl with the single-minded purpose of finding a 
willing partner.  After mating, the female will deposit her eggs 
into a waterproof cocoon and around three months later up to 
1,000 spiderlings will pop out.  Even if the male isn’t gobbled 
up directly after coupling, his days are numbered as they 
typically die within six months of passing on their genes. I have 
no idea what the population of tarantulas may be in the park, 
but this is an ideal time of year for a late afternoon hike in the 
backcountry which might allow for a good view of resident 
spiders, snakes or well, who knows what.

On a beach stroll near Muddy Creek just after Labor Day, when 
the crowds had noticeably thinned, I observed a flock of gulls 
and one lone tern on the sand near the mouth of the creek.  
Gulls and terns are often seen cavorting as beach mates at 

the end of summer, as if their biological clocks say “time to 
gather.”  On this walk I saw just one tern hanging out amongst 
the gulls and identified it as a juvenile Royal Tern with its large 
head and disheveled crest that made the bird appear to be 
having a “bad hair day.”  While checking out this avian visitor I 
learned a very interesting, albeit uncouth fun fact (everything 
in nature has a reason though right?) Royal Terns poop directly 
onto the rim of their nest, which evidently reinforces the nest 
against flooding once the rim hardens.  Given that they nest 
on the ground in small depressions on east coast beaches, this 
unusual strategy must serve them well. The mating pair form 
a monogamous bond with the male feeding his mate during 

courtship and incubation.  Both mom and dad sit on the eggs 
for a month and once the chicks hatch they stay around the 
hood another month or so all the while enjoying the free fish 
food.  Both parents feed their chicks well after they fledge and 
accompany them south to wintering areas (southern California 
into Mexico) where young birds may still beg food from a 
parent eight months or more after hatching.

Royal Terns eat small schooling fish like anchovies and sardines 
and crustaceans like shrimp which they nab by flying 20–30 
feet above the water and plunge-diving into shallow water. 
After capturing their prey near the water’s surface, they rise 
up quickly and continue flying, usually swallowing their catch 
while in flight.  Other fish eating creatures may catch a meal by 
surface diving, skimming the surface (mouth agape) spearing 
a fish, stealing a fish, snaring a fish with sharp talons, or even 
using a rod and reel?  That’s what I saw near the northern end 
of the park when the Western Pride out of Newport Beach 
anchored just off shore with a boatload full 
of hopeful “piscators.” I called 
Davey’s Locker to inquire 
as to what people 
are fishing for and 
was told that the 
most desirable fish these 
September days are rockfish, 
sculpin, and both Calico and Sand 
Bass.  As a non-fish eater, I don’t know if these 
species make good eating or if it’s the thrill of 
the sport that attracts so many people to spend a day 
at sea. But according to Google:  “Calico Bass is considered 
top eating by many people, Sand Bass are excellent eating, 
rockfish is a nutrient-rich dish that tastes good and that you 
can feel good about eating, and Sculpin are fabulous to eat, 
and fun to catch.” In over 40 miles of coastal waters anglers are 
also catching: Yellowtail (may be grilled, broiled, baked, sauted 
poached, or smoked, all with exceptional results), Bonito (is 
delicious), and California Sheephead (considered very good 
eating).  I hope there is enough of these beautiful pelagic 
creatures to feed hungry humans, but even more so for the 
birds, bears, snakes, and turtles. 

Spiders, snakes, birds, fish, turtles…the biodiversity of 
organisms in California is remarkable.  In fact, California 
is a biodiversity hotspot and one of the most biodiverse 
regions on the entire planet.  More than 30% of all plant and 
vertebrate species that are found throughout the country 
live right here in California. Throughout the Golden State 
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from the coast to the mountains to the desert to the central 
valley farmlands, we find:  650 species of birds, 220 different 
mammals, 100 slithery reptiles, 75 amphibians, 70 freshwater 
fish, at least 100 marine fish, and more than 30,000 types of 
insects.  What’s really cool is that 65% of these organisms 
are endemic to California which means that they don’t live 
anywhere else on Earth. As for flora, more than 6,500 types 
of plants grace California ecosystems with about 2,000 of 
those growing wild and free only in California.  Because of the 
abundance of biodiversity and corresponding ecosystems, in 
2018 then Governor Jerry Brown enacted the Biodiversity 
Initiative and declared September 7 as our annual day to 
celebrate California Biodiversity Day. California State Parks 
joined the party and offered BioBlitz competitions (counting 
species in a particular habitat like the tidepools and recording 
the observations on iNaturalist,) Facebook Live interviews with 
local experts, and even Biodiversity Bingo.  Here at Crystal 
Cove, Alex and I honored the outdoors and the natural world 
by creating a seven day countdown to California Biodiversity 
Day Instagram blast featuring a habitat found in the park 
and an organism that lives in that habitat.  Check it out 
or see our new Habitats of Crystal Cove State Park video 
available for viewing on the Orange Coast District You Tube 
channel.  

Those Tik Tok stars have nothing on the Orange Coast District 
interpretation team!  We have been busy creating content 
since early April and have come up with some engaging, 
educational and imaginative material.  We got it all 

including an ingenious video featuring singing (check out 
Alex on “Respect the Tidepools”), live action (see Cryssie 
and Vicki exploring the treasures of Trestles), Blythe’s 
super cool bi-lingual animated collection of Junior Ranger 
materials, and Elizabeth’s catchy “Girl Scouts Love State 
Parks Bolsa Chica State Beach” video.  We have lifeguard 
Sara singing about sharks (and playing the ukulele), and 

Park Aide Laurel acting out an opossum (this is a must see) 
in Animal Charades. Of course there are those behind the 
scenes who help make these videos look professional and 
amazing so a shout out to state park staff Michelle Figueroa, 
Veronica von Borstel, Denise Estrada and Sara Rule, volunteers 
Brian Flynn and Stephanie Simmons and the Junior Rangers 
who helped with the bi-lingual program, Lucia Rivera, Kolton 
& Ronan Cevallos. Of course we are all anxiously awaiting 
the time when we can interact with the public and share our 
passion for the parks in person.  But until then, in the OC, “we 
got it going on.”

Last weekend I went to an outdoor yoga class and the 
instructor talked about quieting our “monkey mind.” 
According to Buddhist principles, the “monkey mind” is a term 
that refers to being unsettled, restless, or confused.  The next 
day I went to another outdoor yoga class where the “focused 
intention” for the class (an affirmation that brings attention to 
a quality, like gratitude or strength, that you want to cultivate) 
was “I am rooted, I am grounded, I am connected.”  As we 
repeated the mantra my monkey mind kept straying to images 
of paint colors, house siding, and garage doors.  Finally I was 
able to contain my erratic thoughts and recognized that I had 
spent the last few weeks focusing on creating content for 
Biodiversity Day and the Habitats video and that the lifeblood 
of biodiversity is that everything in nature is connected.  I 
chuckled as I read this slogan, but agreed wholeheartedly: 

“Biodiversity is the way,  
so don’t let nature go astray”.

See you in the Park!
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https://wildlife.ca.gov/Science-Institute/Biodiversity
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Science-Institute/Biodiversity
https://www.instagram.com/crystalcovestatepark/?hl=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zU3iICUYVlE
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOa6NdyyhEp2uMaNj8kRSNQ
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOa6NdyyhEp2uMaNj8kRSNQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6NRBbozxcjw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6NRBbozxcjw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQZrSCBFJxo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQZrSCBFJxo
https://prezi.com/view/zjV6nEmrXoBrOHJpFTg2/
https://prezi.com/view/zjV6nEmrXoBrOHJpFTg2/
https://prezi.com/view/zjV6nEmrXoBrOHJpFTg2/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29H-s1kFcbQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29H-s1kFcbQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mQFYFVYtMc8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mQFYFVYtMc8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M8vacII4oNs

