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It’s green around 
here these days. 

I don’t necessarily 
mean green with 
state park uniforms, 
or green as in eco-
friendly, but green 
as in plants with 
new fresh growth 
bursting with 
joy.  Many of the 
native plants in the 
park have clearly 
benefited from the 
winter rains. A stroll 
along the bluff trail 
or in the backcountry 
confirms that the 
plants are lookin’ 
good. For example, 
find any shrub of the California brittlebush and note how the 
leaves are tautly stretching skyward to capture sunlight, or 
how on Lemonade berry the small white and pink flowers are 
blooming in abundance, or how the mint scented leaves of 
Black sage resemble jousting miniature swords (and they smell 
good too). But nothing has caught my eye as much as the light 
green willowy leaves of California sagebrush as they sway back 
and forth in the gentle breeze. When I see these lush, healthy 
shrubs I think of how California sagebrush is ecologically 
vital as a keystone species in the Coastal Sage Scrub plant 
community with countless organisms depending on it. For 
example, this sweet-smelling plant of the sunflower family 
provides essential cover for many small animals, the foliage 
and flowers are nutritious food for some small mammals like 
the Dusky-footed Woodrat, it provides an escape route for 
small birds like the House Wren, roosting and nesting cover 
for the federally threatened California Gnatcatcher amongst 
other birds, and a place for the threatened Orange-throated 
Whiptail lizard to bed down. So as a dominant species, 
California sagebrush influences other plants, determines the 
overall health and character of the entire plant community, 
and provides essential services for countless animals. In other 
words, as John Muir said, “When we try to pick out anything by 

itself, we find it hitched 
to everything else in the 
universe.” 

I spent most of last night 
awake. Not because I 
was so engrossed in a 
book or binge watching 
a TV show, but because 
of the wind. It just never 
stopped and with the 
incessant banging, 
pounding, and whistling 
whenever I would start 
to drift, I was startled 
awake. I wondered 
what damage I would 
see in the morning 
and was surprised and 

relieved that all was fine 
on our property. But in my insomnia as I cursed the tempest, 
I pondered how wind benefitted the natural world. First, 
I recognized how it blows out all the smog and pollution 
leaving behind clear skies and Catalina views. Then I thought 
of how the wind provides an opportunity for things to move 
around their environment that wouldn’t otherwise be able to 
do so. Many plants, for example, like milkweed, sycamores, 
cattails and dandelions rely on the wind for seed dispersal 
from the parent plant. Alternatively, some plants use the wind 
to create seeds. Trees such as pines and oaks depend on gusts 
to blow pollen hoping that the pollen will travel, fertilize 
and under the right conditions, develop a seed. Finally, wind 
blowing on a small seedling or newly emerged plant helps the 
plant create a stronger stem. Each time a plant is pushed by 
the wind, it releases a hormone that stimulates the growth of 
supporting cells. I hope I am not up again tonight, all night, 
but if I am, I’ll try and think about the positive ways our natural 
ecosystems benefit from the wind and then maybe I won’t be 
so cranky.

Sometimes visitors send us photos of what they see in the 
park which is like armchair traveling for those of us tied to 
our desks and recently we received a stunning shot of an 
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Osprey feeding on a leopard shark. 
Ospreys, also known as seahawks, are 
large raptors who are unique amongst 
North American hawks in that their diet 
consists almost exclusively of live fish, 
both fresh and saltwater (with a random 
bird, snake, squirrel, or salamander 
consumed on occasion). Ospreys are 
frequently seen scanning the waters 
of the park. If I see one flying, I stop 
and watch because I know it will be a 
first-rate aerial show. Once this regal 
raptor spots prey it dives and plunges 
to catch its meal then swiftly takes off 
from the water. Osprey can plunge from 
heights of 130 feet in pursuit of a meal, 
which they cling onto using reversible 
outer toes and spines behind their 
talons. These adaptations help the birds 
maintain grip while carrying their prey in 
flight. With exceptional eyesight, they’re 
also adept at nabbing fish underwater 
giving them yet another advantage over 
their hunt. Few small fish can evade the 
strong stabbing talons and beaks of a 
hungry bird of prey. According to All About Birds, “Ospreys are 
excellent anglers. Over several studies, Ospreys caught fish 
on at least 1 in every 4 dives, with success rates sometimes 
as high as 70 percent. The average time they spent hunting 
before making a catch was about 12 minutes.”

Recently Park volunteer 
Christopher D’Innocente 
sent me a couple photos 
of some tracks he 
observed on the sand 
asking if I knew who 
made ‘em. I didn’t, but 

knew volunteer 
Tim Arehart 
would and he 
didn’t disappoint. 
Turns out these 

tiny tracks on this miniscule linear 
trail belonged to a hermit crab. Our 
local species, the blueband hermit 
crab, also called the blue-handed 
hermit crab, are seen year round 
wobbling through the tidepools 
in abandoned turban snail shells. 
These tiny arthropods with bright 
blue bands near the tips of their legs 
and red antennae poking forth from 
the shell can grow to about 2 inches. 
Hermit crabs are scavengers mostly 
feeding on algae, and on dead 
animal matter in the dark of the 
night. Their courtship ritual is rather 
intriguing. To woo a female hermit 
crab, a male will grasp her shell and 
may carry her around for a few days 
while knocking his shell repeatedly 
against hers.  The mating itself is 
brief, lasting only a few seconds, but 
this dangerous dalliance could prove 
fatal since both male and female 
fully emerge from their protective 
armor. Without the shell covering 

their soft abdomens, “naked” hermit crabs are vulnerable 
to becoming  tasty treats for predatory fish like California 
sheephead, and kelpfish. 

Twenty+ years 
ago I wrote a 
“Letter to the 
Editor” of the 
Los Angeles 
Times about 
the harm 
caused to 
marine life by 
mass balloon 
launches. I 
wrote about 
how balloons 
contribute to the enormous plastic pollution problem and 
how once the balloons are released they don’t disappear into 
the atmosphere, but eventually return to land often ending 
up in the ocean. I don’t think I have ever written another 
Letter to the Editor, but felt so passionate about balloons that 
I was moved to express my point of view about this issue. 
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All these years later, I felt great 
pride when the Laguna Beach City 
Council unanimously approved a 
ban that restricts the sale and 
use of balloons in my hometown. 
I don’t mean to sound Scrooge-
like, but knowing all the harm 
that balloons, and plastic bags 
for that matter, cause to marine 
life (most notably being mistaken 
for food) as a resident of the City 
I am pleased with their decision. 
The new ordinance states that “no 
person shall use any balloon at 
any city facility or city-sponsored 
event, or any event held in a public 
area. No person, including, but not 
limited to, a balloon wholesaler, 
retailer, or third-party vendor, shall 
use, sell, or distribute any balloon 
within the city.” The ordinance also 
prohibits people from intentionally 
releasing or organizing the releasing 
of balloons. Similar to the smoking ban, nobody can deny 
that balloons will still make their way into our beachside 
community, but the City Council is making a statement and 
a conscientious attempt  to prevent this single-use plastic 
on public property. In addition to marine safety, there’s also 
concern about the potential for balloons to hit overhead 
power lines thus sparking a fire. Yeah yeah, balloons are festive 
and evoke a sense of celebration, but there are many other 
ways these days to show revelry including bubbles, pinwheels, 
and kites.

My mom’s husband of 35 years recently passed away after 
a brief battle with cancer. The last few months have been 
overwhelming and now he is blessedly at peace. The day of 
the funeral I walked outside my front door and a hummingbird 
zipped past me and hovered around for a bit. Mesmerized 

by this tiny beauty I watched for 
a while certain it was trying to 
tell me something. The next day, 
when I opened my front door, 
the hummingbird (presumably 
the same one) was hovering once 
again. Knowing that hummingbird 
symbolism and meanings include 
joy, healing, good luck, messages 
from angels, and have spiritual 
meanings, I figured this one was 
intentionally visiting me. In the 
Mayan culture, hummingbirds 
were thought to be messengers 
between worlds, and to North 
American indigenous people, they 
were beings who created energy 
between heaven and earth. Legend 
says that “hummingbirds traveled 
back and forth from their home in 
the underworld with messages from 
their ancestors for those on earth. 
The message was believed to be an 

agreement for peace if they would not interfere with human 
matters.” It is also believed that hummingbirds are spiritually 
significant and mean the spirit of a loved one is near.  These 
tenacious, feisty, alluring birds pack a lot of powerful positive 
energy and if I ever needed another reason to admire them, 
their metaphysical role as couriers between worlds is a good 
one. As an unknown poet wrote: 

“Hummingbird darts lightly through the world, 
spreading its message of joy and beauty, and 

teaching us to appreciate the wonder and magic of 
everyday existence.”

To life & hummingbirds. See you in the Park.

Winter
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