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My husband and I just returned 
from 3 weeks of traveling in 

Southeast Asia.  By my calculations, 
in 18 days we walked 125.3 miles 
or 322,641 steps (got to love 
those apps.)  This was an urban 
journey and we walked and walked 
averaging from 7-10 miles a day. 
Now we weren’t hiking on bucolic 
wilderness trails, finding our Zen and 
communing with nature.  Rather this 
was fast-paced, urban street walking 
with the omnipresent overload of the 
sights, sounds, and smells of a gritty 
metropolis that kept us on constant 
alert (just crossing the street even 
at a light was hazardous.)  When 
we planned this trip we decided 
that rather than a peaceful island 
vacation replete with sand, sunsets 
and Singapore Slings we would explore the cultural, historical, 
and religious sites in the six cities we visited (and food, we 
happened to land in some of the most highly regarded foodie 
regions in the world.)  The best adjective I can use to describe 
our trip was “enlightening,” and I have returned with a new 
appreciation, respect, and admiration for these frenetic, yet 
exhilarating places on the other side of the globe.   

One of the things I love about traveling (probably my #1,) 
is observing the native wildlife. While on this trip we saw 
Indian smooth-coated Otters, lots of Monitor Lizards (two 
species of big, kinda creepy looking reptiles,) Long-tailed 
Macques  (monkeys with attitude who you don’t look in the 
eyes,) awe-inspiring Asian elephants, (at a sanctuary where 

we helped feed and bathe the gentle 
giants,) and countless birds from raptors 
to small songbirds.  It’s thrilling to spot 
birds I’ve never seen before, but equally as 
intriguing to see feathered friends that we 
might see here at Crystal Cove State Park.  
Could the Great Egret I watched stab and 
grab a meal in a river in Singapore be the 
same Great Egret I watched stab and grab 
a meal at Trancos creek?  We saw crows, 
herons and swallows, different species 
than we find here, but also saw Spotted 
Doves (an actual Asian species introduced 
to Southern California,) Barn Swallows, 
and an Osprey, a global species found on 
every continent except Antarctica.  Since 
we have resident Osprey at Crystal Cove, 
I was fascinated to think how widespread 
is their distribution and how far they go to 
migrate.  I saw our Osprey every day last 

week near Pelican Point.  Could I have seen it also in Malaysia?  
Probably not, but it’s a thought provoking mystery.

According to the official press release, “California State Parks 
Shares Impacts from Camp, Hill and Woolsey Fires,” fires 
which have been disastrous from the northern part of the state 
down to us in the south.  Some parks were seriously impacted 
including Lake Oroville State Recreation Area (in Butte County,) 
and Leo Carrillo 
and Malibu 
Creek State Parks 
closer to home.  
At Leo Carrillo SP 
in Malibu: “ Fire 
burned through 
the campground 
and several 
structures, such 
as the visitor 
center, sector 
office, employee 
residences, three Monitor Lizard 
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lifeguard towers, Leo Shop structures, the Junior Lifeguard 
Complex and several restrooms.” And at Malibu Creek SP: “State 
Parks lost some structures, such as employee residences, the 
historic Sepulveda Adobe, Hunt House (including historic 
Adamson rowboats), Red House, White Oak Barn and Reagan 
Ranch.”  It’s so difficult to comprehend the sheer devastation 
and heartbreaking to know how many people lost their lives, 
their loved ones, and their property and as always happens 
with calamitous natural disasters, it is impossible to enumerate 
the number of animals that perished.  From large mammals 
like deer and bobcats, to burrowing reptiles like rattlesnakes or 
ground dwelling spiders like tarantulas.  Sometimes carcasses 
are recovered, but for the most part, wildlife biologists have no 
way of determining the loss of fauna and that is but another 
tragic aftereffect of the blazes.  I don’t believe the causes of 
any of the fires have yet been determined, but no doubt the 
brittle brush throughout the state played a large role in the 
destruction.

The desperately dry 
conditions have 
contributed to another 
scourge within Crystal 
Cove State Park. Until 
recently our willow, oak, 
and sycamore trees had 
escaped the fatal insect, 
Polyphagous Shot 
Hole Borer (PSHB), 
but once resource 
staff noticed telltale 
signs of this beetle and began testing for it, their suspicions 
of its existence were confirmed.  According to Environmental 
Scientist Lana Nguyen “unfortunately we found trees with 
varying levels of infestation, some with a few holes and others 
with hundreds.”  The PSHB is an invasive wood-boring beetle 
that has attacked dozens of tree species in Southern California, 
including commercial avocado groves, common landscape 
trees, and native species in urban and wildland environments.  
The PSHB spreads a disease called Fusarium Dieback (FD), 
which is caused by a fungus that disrupts the transport of 
water and nutrients in the tree, leading to branch dieback and 
overall decline. The area in the park where the infestation was 
discovered was along the coastal terrace near Pelican Point, 
and fortunately in a relatively small riparian area.  Fewer than 
20 trees showed any signs of the disease, but state parks is 
braving for potential additional problems and staff working 

alongside University 
of California, 
Agriculture and 
Resources crew, are 
educating themselves 
on experimental 
treatments should 
the problem persist.

On a happier note, the 
holidays are before 
us and Crystal Cove 
Conservancy is once 
again hosting a holiday 
extravaganza.  On 
Saturday, December 
1 the Historic District 
will be decked out 
with holiday cheer at the 22nd Annual Holiday Winter Family 
Festival and Tree Lighting.  Festivities begin at 10:00 a.m. with a 
seasonal bazaar featuring handcrafted treasures by local residents 
and artists as well as old-fashioned holiday decorations.  

Throughout the day visitors can shop, explore the tidepools (low 
tide is at 11:15,) make a watercolor holiday card in the Marine 
Research Facility, sing along with carolers, drink hot cocoa, cider 
and eat homemade cookies (all provided by the Beachcomber 
Café.)  Finally, at 4pm Santa will arrive on his beach buggy to 
welcome kids (young and old) and to take photos in front of the 
holiday tree (and with a gorgeous sunset background.)  Click for 
additional details. 

The Crystal Cove Conservancy and state parks is thrilled to 
announce that they have made leaps and bounds in securing 
funding for the final phase of restoration of the North Beach 
Historic Cottages also known as the Heritage Legacy Project 
for California.  Through their tireless efforts they reached 
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their summer campaign goal to fund the infrastructure 
improvements which are slated to begin in January (stabilize 
the bluffs, install utilities, build a 650 foot boardwalk for public 
access,) BUT, still have a long way to go to before procuring 
enough money to restore the final 17 cottages and complete 
the project.  Click here to read more about the Conservancy’s 
fundraising endeavors and to watch a video of campaign chair 
Laura Davick explaining the next phase. 

In keeping with one of the goals of California State Parks, 
here at Crystal Cove the stellar and creative education team is 
inviting non-traditional park users to experience the magic 
of this spectacular place.  For example, PORTS, which brings 
California State Parks to classrooms across the world, through 
digital distance learning, participated for the third year in a 
“Skype-A-thon.”  Within 48 hours, armed only with tablets and 
smartphones, four state park interpreters, including our own 
dynamic Francesca Manheim who shared fun facts about our 
local marine ecology, spoke to kids in 11 countries and 10 US 
states.  Teachers from all these global classrooms wanted to 
expose their students to both natural history (Point Lobos,) 
and cultural history (Hearst Castle) of California in hopes that 
both they and their students would one day visit the Golden 
State.  Also reaching out to locals folk who have never been 
to the state park, Crystal Cove Conservancy partnered with 
the Jewish Federation of Orange County who host monthly 
lunches and social events for a group of Russian-speaking 
Holocaust survivors. Conservancy and park staff warmly 
welcomed these 30+ visitors with a history talk (translated by 
their Russian interpreter,) sea glass jewelry making activity, 
and a walk on the beach.  Finally, alongside docent Annie 

Stoeckmann, Alex and I have been hiking with kids who are in 
transitional shelter care and enduring intensive therapy and 
counseling.  Each week shelter staff take the kids on outings 
to various local wilderness spots to allow these troubled youth 
a chance to rejuvenate and just “breathe.”  I am a firm believer 
that nature, be it the desert, the mountains, the coast, or even 
urban natural experiences (heck we hiked at Bukit Timah, 
a 400-acre nature reserve right in the geographic center of 
bustling Singapore and I felt the urban grit slough off,) is a 
panacea for all ailments and am certain that these kids feel 
more relaxed when they leave the park.  Our whole team is 
reinvigorated whenever we have the chance to introduce 
people to the wonder of Crystal Cove State Park.

The park has quieted considerably from the chaotic days of 
summer.  The trails are still dry, the sand is still warm, and 
depending on who you ask, the ocean is still comfortable 
(I suppose some people consider 62 degrees balmy.)  It is a 
fabulous time to visit any area of the 2,400 acre backcountry 
and smell the fragrant sagebrush or walk along the 3.2 miles 
of coastline and after the tree lighting and when all the 
decorations heralding the holiday season are sparkling, the 
Historic District will be positively breathtaking.  As painter 
Thomas Kincade said:   Everyone can identify with a fragrant 
garden, with beauty of sunset, with the quiet of nature, with a 
warm and cozy cottage. 

That, in a nutshell, is Crystal Cove State Park.
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