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In the forward to the book 
“the Perfect Peach” celebrated 

chef Rick Bayless writes about 
discovering our passion which in his 
case, was peaches. He said “We can 
point to the experience with that 
one special thing - that taste or trip, 
class or deal, project or play - after 
which life was different, we were 
different. A time when something 
was awakened within us that both 
fed us and challenged us, that so 
captivated us that we wanted to make 
it forever part of our lives and, feeding off our zeal, part of the 
lives of those around us.” It didn’t take me long to conjure a 
memory of an experience that truly changed the way I look at 
the world. It was on a trip to San Ignacio Lagoon in southern 
Baja where gray whales were mating and birthing. John 
and I spent four days on this tiny island, sleeping in a tent at 
the water’s edge and waking to the sounds of gray whales 
exhaling through their massive blow holes. We would open 
the flap and see whales spyhopping, breaching and simply 
engaging in their natural behaviors in a safe, salty lagoon. But 
it was while on the panga, two times each day, while scanning 
the horizon for a fluke or a ripple that I had a revelation 
and as I sat awed at the enormity of these leviathans, their 
gracefulness, and their agility, I remember feeling overcome 
at how small I felt in comparison. When I touched the rubbery 
skin, saw up close the enormous eye, and smelled the fishy 
breath I knew my connection to gray whales was cemented.  

An unpleasant side effect of the weeks long heat wave we’ve 
endured is the influx of insects (mind you, I do have the utmost 
respect for bugs, but if they’re inside my house, all bets are 
off). There’s a lot more buzzing, whirring, chirping, trilling, 
ticking, and scraping, going on both outside and in. So, when 
a moth flew into my living room one night my interest in this 
order of lepidoptera sparked and off I flew. With nearly 11,000 
species of moths in the US (approximately 160,000 species 
worldwide) they are far more plentiful than bird and mammal 
species combined with an unimpressive total of about 1,450 
North American species comparatively).  And although it’s 
hard to compete with their much flashier butterfly cousins, of 

which there are 800 species in the US, these night-flying 
organisms are showy in their own right. In “Wild 

and Beautiful, a Natural History of Open Spaces 
in Orange County”, Allan Schoenherr features 

several Southern California species and writes 
“Millers, also known as owlet moths are 

the most common moths locally. The 
adults can be seen at night flying 

around lights. In the daytime they 
rest inconspicuously on the walls 
of houses or on tree trunks. They 

are called Millers because the 
powder from their wings resembles 

flour. Sphinx moths are also called hawk moths. Their name 
comes from their caterpillars’ habit when 
disturbed of rearing back and curling 
their heads down in such a way that they 
resemble an Egyptian sphinx. The white-
lined Sphinx moth is a common sight in the 
summer, when it may be resting on the 
walls of buildings. These moths are the 
hummingbirds of the insect world. They 
hover over flowers and dip their long 
tongues into deep white flowers 
such as Jimson weed. The Ctenucha 
moth is a beautiful day-flying moth. Its 
abdomen is a brilliant metallic blue-
green and its head is bright red. The 
adults can be seen in great numbers 
from May to September feeding on a 
variety of flowers in the coastal sage 
scrub. Once I got started on moth 
madness I simply couldn’t stop. I learned 
that the Atlas moth of Southeast Asia is considered the largest 
in the world and has a wingspan of almost 12”, that male moths 
are known to be expert sniffers and can detect odor molecules 
using their antennae instead of through nostrils and may even 
smell the pheromones from a female moth up to seven miles 
away, and that the large lime green luna moth doesn’t have a 
mouth or a digestive system because it doesn’t need it. They live 
only for a week and have but one purpose...to reproduce. So as 
soon as they hatch they begin emitting pheromones and the 
males come flying. Once they mate, she begins laying eggs and 
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continues this several times for a week until the pair perishes. 
Such fascinating and unique ecological stories.

A typical question that I ask students on field trips is “what 
do all living things need to survive?” Invariably hands go 
up and kids recite that organisms need food, water, shelter, 
and space. There are always exceptions to the rules (like the 
luna moth who doesn’t even eat) but then, what about air? I 
too am always a bit stumped about what can survive without 
oxygen so I delved into which organisms are considered 
anaerobic and don’t require oxygen. An article in “The Times of 
India” noted eight unusual species that somehow can manage 

this extraordinary feat. One is a 0.5mm 
tardigrade, the freaky looking 

“water bear” who can pause 
their metabolism to exist 

in extreme conditions 
including environments 
without oxygen, the 

freshwater hydra who 
can get nutrition directly 
from their host’s tissue, 
avoiding the need to 
breath, and the spiny-
headed worm, a microscopic creature 
that lives oxygen-free and uses hydrogen 
to produce energy. And then there are a 
few others, all remarkably strange, who can 
exist on this planet without taking a big, 
deep breath. Even so, not including air as an 
essential need for all living organisms seems 
rather disingenuous and so, I will begin 
lumping air and space into the same category or simply say 
there are five basic needs for all living things. 

We see Osprey, the stunning “fish” hawk hunting along the 
shoreline or perched on a power pole devouring their catch 
in the Historic District commonly. So, when I heard an NPR 
story about how the Osprey population in the Chesapeake 
Bay are starving to death I was surprised. In the 1970’s, along 
with Pelican’s Eagles, and Falcons, the widespread use of the 
chemical DDT had thinned Osprey eggshells, causing adults 
to crush their chicks and populations to plunge all along the 
Atlantic Coast. But then in 1972 after Rachel Carson blasted the 
insecticide in her seminal work Silent Spring, DDT was banned 
and a quarter of a century later the number of these iconic 
birds of prey began rebounding. Sadly however, a couple of 

years 
ago birders and biologists 
started noticing the lack 
of typical breeding behavior 
amongst adult Osprey, as well 
as empty nests, which obviously 
means few chicks. But even those 
chicks that have managed to crack out of 
an egg are in serious trouble of starving to death. 
The problem is that their primary food source, the tiny, 
calorie packed menhaden fish, is disappearing. The impact 
of climate change  especially referring to warming waters is 
the likely culprit, or overfishing by companies that sell them 
as pet food, supplements or cosmetics is another plausible 
reason for the decline. No matter what the reason, the number 
of fish adult Osprey are bringing to their chicks has dropped 
precipitously. It’s devastating to think that after a spectacular 
comeback from DDT, the population of these magnificent 
birds of prey are once 
again crashing. As 
crucial indicators of the 
health of an ecosystem, 
we can only hope that 
this loss isn’t an omen of 
things to come for their 
west coast brethren.

A few weeks ago, 
tidepool volunteers 
Shawn and Chris Macha 
spied a stingray rippling 
in the shallows at Pelican Point. This was not an anomaly, au 
contraire, stingray activity has reached a summer-high 
along Orange County beaches. Here at Crystal Cove, just since 
Memorial Day, upwards of 400 stingray related incidents have 
been cited, and according to lifeguards at Bolsa Chica State 
Beach and Huntington State Beach more than 3,100 incidents 
have been reported this year, twice that of all of 2025 and 
because of the marine heat wave (if you haven’t dipped your 
toes in the ocean, the temperature has been hovering in the 
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mid 70’s and is 
heavenly) and 
the anticipated 
El Niño, 
experts are 
expecting this 
superabundance 
of stingrays 
to continue.  
According to 
NOAA, 2026 
marks just the 
third time on 
record that such 
a large expanse 
of coastal waters 
has stayed so 
warm for so 
long. Round 
stingrays live in the Pacific Ocean from Panama down to 
Southern California and tend to stay put when the water is 
comfortable and the surf conditions are calm. Females give 
live birth to up to six pups during August and September and 
prefer the warm water for their nursery, and the males whose 
metabolism surges during the summer likes the inshore water 
to search for tasty morsels burrowing under the wet sand. 
According to Dr. Chris Lowe, director of the California State 
University, Long Beach’s Shark Lab, Southern California is 
the world leader in terms of stingray injuries mainly because 
the species become more abundant during El Niño years. He 
also noted that some areas are so dense with stingrays it’s 
as if the sand has been replaced by them. These soft velvety 
cartilaginous fish have a sharp, serrated caudal barb on their 
tails which they use to defend themselves. If they get stepped 
on, they flick their tail up and inject the barb into a foot, calf, 
hand or other nearby body part. If that’s not painful enough, 
the stingray then releases a toxin from the mucous coating on 
the barb. While some species of rays, like manta and devil rays 
have no stinger, no barbs, and no venom the round stingray 
we find right off our Southern California coastline is fully 
equipped with this unique defense weapon.

While in the Bay Area this summer I visited the John Muir 
National Historic Site, where Muir lived with his family until 
he passed in 1914. The property preserves a Victoria mansion, 
orchards, hiking trails and the graveyard where Muir is buried. 
For me, visiting this site was more like a pilgrimage given 
John Muir’s conservation efforts, his role as a founding father 

in the National Park System and his legacy in the modern 
environmental movement. As a naturalist it’s hard not to be 
impressed, even awed at Muir’s passion and dedication for the 
natural world. He once wrote: 

“Why should man value himself as more than a 
small part of the one great unit of creation?” 

Instead, he believed...

“All creation is one community  
made up of equal companions.” 

I wholeheartedly agree.

See you in the Park!

Winter
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Do the Stingray Shuffle!

Meet the Round Stingray
A Hidden Neighbor Along California's Coast

Round stingrays (Urobatis halleri) are
one of the most common rays found along
California's coast. These small rays often
rest partially buried beneath the sand,
blending perfectly with their surroundings.

Why Are Stingrays Important?
They help keep marine food webs in
balance by feeding on worms,
crustaceans, and clams. In turn, they
provide food for sea lions, elephant seals,
and leopard sharks.

A Stingray's Secret Defense
They have a venomous spine near the
base of their tail used only for defense.
Most injuries happen when someone
accidentally steps on a ray resting on the
sand in shallow water.

Protect yourself. Protect wildlife. Do the Stingray Shuffle!

Protect yourself and the stingrays whenever you enter shallow water:

1. Slide your feet along the sand
2. Keep your feet in contact with the bottom
3. Shuffle slowly as you move through the water

This alerts nearby stingrays and gives them a chance to swim away!
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