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It seems like whenever I travel, I miss 
something big. I was away when 

the deep ocean Pacific Footballfish 
washed ashore near Rocky Bight 
and when the mountain lion 
walked down Pacific Coast 
Highway in Laguna Beach 
(granted, it was 1:30 in the 
morning and I wouldn’t have 
been downtown, but still), and on 
my most recent vacation, I heard 
from afar about the Snowy Owl that 
had rocked the Southern California 
bird world. I was disappointed to 
miss this incredibly rare sighting of an 
Arctic native who was hundreds of miles away from the most 
southern part of its winter range, but when I returned from 
the holidays in early January the Snowy Owl was still hanging 
around Orange County, so I got in my car and drove to Cypress.  
Normally when looking for a bird there’s a lot of scanning 
skies, peering through dense foliage, or under tangled scrub, 
but not this time. This Snowy Owl, with her striking white 
plumage speckled with brown, was perched in plain view on 
a roof top so every passerby could observe her beauty. On the 
day I made the pilgrimage it was raining, but the owl wasn’t 
fazed. Rather she stood erect, turning her head now and again, 
peering down with her penetrating yellow eyes seemingly 
disinterested in the spectacle on the street below. This 
celebutante caused a collective stir for bird lovers who drove 
from near and far to catch a glimpse. It was exciting to see the 
Snowy Owl, a golden observation to start the new year.

Speaking of birds, on a recent 
field trip I was leading a group of 
students and their parents along 
the bluff trail regaling them with 
naturalist nuggets about plants, 
birds, and marine mammals. 
Amongst the fun ecological 
treasures I carry in my backpack 
are various bird bits including a Peregrine Falcon wing and 
talon, an oriole’s nest, an owl pellet, and some faux, but 
realistic looking bird eggs. While examining the miniature 

hummingbird egg one boy asked how a 
hummingbird, albeit tiny, can hatch from 

inside an even smaller egg. 
Personally, I don’t think I 
have ever seen a bird crack 
itself out of the egg (except 
on YouTube), but I did once 
observe a Monarch Butterfly 
gracefully emerge from a 
chrysalis and watching it 
unfold its wings and other 
body parts was wondrous.  
As for a li’l chick and how 

it breaks free from the 
claustrophobic confines of the shell? 

Inside that eggshell is a fully developed embryo scrunched up 
and ready to break out. From what I understand, the baby bird 
is lying in a position with ankles at the pointed end of the egg 
and its head at the other side. Its neck is bent in towards the 
breast with the beak poking out from under a wing towards 
the air sac which it 
pops with its egg 
tooth so that 
it has enough 
oxygen to work 
its way out of the 
shell. In “The Art 
of Hatching an Egg, 
Explained” author Tim Birkhead 
writes: “ Before starting to break out of the egg the chick has 
three things it must accomplish. It must first switch from being 
dependent on the oxygen diffusing through the pores in the 
eggshell into the network of blood vessels that line the inner 
surface of the shell and start to use its own lungs to breathe. 
Before it takes that first breath, the chick has to start shutting 
off the blood supply to the network of blood vessels that line 
the inner surface of the shell, and withdraw that blood into 
its body. Third, the chick has to take what is left of the yolk 
and draw it into its abdomen and will serve as a food reserve 
for a brief period after hatching.” I never thought about the 
delicate and complex process a baby bird must undergo 
before entering the world. If you have never seen this miracle 
of nature either, check it out here.  

Snowy Owl
(Bubo scandiacus)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ozMPRSZ8Ykk


Besides the spectacle 
of birds and 
butterflies hatching, 
January is the month 
of King Tides, the 
highest and lowest 
of the year, which 
provide incredible 
opportunities to 
glimpse dramatic 
tidal extremes. 
During last week’s 
lowest of the low, 
I ventured out 
along Laguna Beach to see what I could find. During these 
exceptionally low tides, not only are rocks exposed that 
normally never see the light of day, but organisms that 
live in the low tide or even sub tide zone are forced into an 
alien world.  At one tidepool I saw a large California Spiny 
Lobster whose antennae were sticking out from under a rock 
(an unusual intertidal find), and at Shaws Cove, a popular 

tidepooling area 
where I ran into 
Alex, we saw 
three octopuses, 
countless ochre 
stars in all 
different colors 
and sizes, and 
the biggest sea 
anemones ever 
(maybe that’s an 
exaggeration, 
but they were 
enormous). I 
also saw three 

hummingbirds 
exploring the rocks, which is a real head scratcher for me, but 
I know that in addition to drinking nectar they eat insects for 
protein so maybe the extreme low tide revealed some tasty 
treats.

Coming through Laguna Canyon early one morning last week 
I caught a glimpse of a Toyon, aka “Christmas berry” and 
California Holly, near Laguna Coast Wilderness Park. It had 
rained the night before and the leaves of the small tree were 
glistening with moisture, but it was the bright red berries 
that caught my eye, perhaps it was how the early morning 

sun illuminated them. From late fall and throughout the 
winter abundant fruit grows on this beautiful perennial shrub, 
which typically grows about eight feet. The small, pea sized 
berries produce a feast for countless animals including small 
mammals, insects, and such joyful birds as Hermit Thrushes, 
California 
Robins, 
and Cedar 
Waxwings. 
Toyon is native 
throughout the 
western part of 
California and 
into the Sierras 
and come 
late spring 
will flourish 
with pretty 
white flowers. 
Hopefully 
with all the rain we have gotten thus far we will be treated to 
a cornucopia of Toyon blooms and other local wildflowers, a 
springtime extravaganza to be sure.

And how about those atmospheric rivers? The torrential 
rain, floods, and consequent destruction? At the park these 
back-to-back storms caused quite a lot of damage, some 
which is visible, some, undoubtedly, which has not yet been 
discovered.  A few days after the last of the rain, our Peace 
Officers were finally able to assess the backcountry and 
determined that several trails are in bad shape and from a 
public safety standpoint (meaning if someone gets injured 
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Pacific Octopus (well hidden)
(Octopus bimaculoides)
Alex Anderson

Ochre Stars
(Pisaster ochraceus)
Alex Anderson

House Finch (Haemorhous mexicanus)  
feasting on Toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia)
Sasha Cahill

Upper BFI



or needs assistance 
a vehicle may not be 
able to reach them) this 
is concerning. From 
their assessment the 
officers determined 
that except for BFI trail, 
the backcountry could 
reopen. Apparently, 
there are a lot of ruts on 
No Dogs and West Cut 
Across, but Rattlesnake, 
which was already laden 
with grooves and gouges 

was hit hard with some wash outs near the bottom of the trail, 
squishy dirt, and ruts. Damage along Moro Canyon includes 
a slide that left heaps of debris along the trail and a washout 
that left an overhang into the creek with about a five foot drop. 
But the worst of all is BFI. This trail is the parks “problem child” 
and when it rains just a little too much, takes the biggest hit. 
With rainwater spilling like a river a slide wiped out a portion 
of the trail leaving behind a gaping sink hole, deep crevices, 
and countless ruts. In other words, BFI is a bloody mess and 
will be closed indefinitely until it can be safely evaluated and 
assessed for repair.

After a rain, especially big 
storms, the backcountry 
trails are typically too 
wet and muddy for safe 
recreation and so, the 
trails are generally closed 
to protect the people and 
to protect the resources. 
First of all, back-to-
back rain spells lead to 
excessive soil saturation 
which poses problems 
for public safety. Next the 
trails themselves become 
so engorged that a boot or a wheel (or a hoof for that matter) 
will leave a small depression that can become a gaping hole 
with each subsequent step.  Finally, rutted and muddy trails 
mean that hikers and bikers maneuver around the crevices and 
holes creating new trails that may damage the fragile habitat.  
The bottom line is that accessing the backcountry is simply 
not navigable after rains, especially the type of storms we 
have recently experienced. Those trails need to dry out before 

visitors can enjoy them safely and so park staff urges people to 
please adhere to closures and let the delicate ecosystem restore. 
Although not the same, but as a temporary alternative when the 
backcountry is closed, visitors can enjoy the 3-mile coastal bluff 
trail with stunning ocean views and lots of wildlife sightings.  

It’s not just the backcountry that was affected by the nearly 
four inches of rain that pelted the park (in January alone), but 
the coastal side was hit hard too.  We have lost so much sand 
that boulders, big and small, have been revealed mainly on 
Moro Beach, in the Historic District, and at Treasure Cove. Right 
now, a walk on the beach is jaw dropping to those familiar with 
this stretch of beach.  Last week a tractor was working to restore 
access to the beach from the Promenade, the main access to the 
sand from the Historic District and fill in a two foot drop where the 
Christmas tree stood just a month ago. At Moro Beach, the service 
road near Lifeguard headquarters was damaged to the point that 
park engineers have been called on to devise a stabilization repair 
plan to avoid losing the road altogether. And because so much of 
the access road has washed out, buried debris from the old trailer 
park was uncovered giving cleanup crews a chance to collect and 
dispose of it. In addition to these problems, Cal Trans has Pacific 
Coast Highway down to one lane across from the Moro day-
use lot to rebuild a crumbling shoulder caused by natural bluff 
erosion. So that’s it, at least for now…

Well, the holidays came and went. The most joyful part of that 
time of year, for me and many, is that our grown children come 
home. Spending a few weeks with our children was the most 
precious gift John and I could have asked for. No surprise that 
because both my boys live internationally, I have a love/hate 
relationship with LAX. I absolutely love that airport when I see 
them walk up the ramp at the Tom Bradley terminal (I always 
position myself so I can see them from the moment they 
round the corner) and I abhor LAX when they leave. As they 
ride up the escalator to security I wave like a mad woman and 
blow countless kisses and watch them until I can no longer see 
a speck of their clothes. And as I walk away, feeling blue, I think 
of the quote by Charles Dickens who said: 

“The pain of parting is nothing  
to the joy of meeting again”

 which makes their departure just a wee bit bearable.

Here’s to reunions and wildflowers

Winter
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