
CRYSTAL COVE 
BACKCOUNTRY



LAND 
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
The place that we call Crystal Cove State Park is located on the 
traditional and unceded lands and waters of the Acjachemen and 
Tongva Tribal Nations. Acjachemen and Tongva Tribal Members 
remain an integral part of the community surrounding Crystal 
Cove today, and we are committed to uplifting the voices of all 
those dedicated to the protection of these lands and waters 
through our collaborative work together.



WELCOME TO THE 
CRYSTAL COVE STATE PARK 
SELF-GUIDED 3-MILE 
LOOP TRAIL 

This popular moderate route through 
the backcountry takes you up No Dogs 
trail, down the steep Poles trail and 
straight through Moro Canyon back to 
the Ranger Station. Starting from the 
No Dogs trailhead expect to gain 
ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ солΩ ƛƴ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜ  
out on the trails for about 2 hours.

This guided hike not only gives 
directions but provides visitors with a 
better understanding of the coastal 
sage scrub habitat and the native 
Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ 
some fun facts about the geology, 
archaeology, and the indigenous 
people of the area.

Blue Elderberry

Trude Hurd

Blue Elderberry
Sambucus mexicana

Trude Hurd



Park near the Ranger Station and take a peek at some of 
the displays inside the Visitor Center. Check out the 
topography map, historical artifacts, replicas of indigenous 
items, and taxidermy specimens of some of the animals 
living in the backcountry. 

Throughout this guide we will use natural landmarks and 
descriptions for stops and directions. Along this loop trail 
you will notice four posts with QR codes linked to our 
Geology Discovery Trail Guide. One of the QR codes takes 
you directly to the guide and the other is an audio 
recording describing the specific geologic feature where 
you are standing. Use your phone camera to scan and 
experience.

Before heading out, peruse the large trail map at the 
wŀƴƎŜǊ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƛƪŜ ōŜƎƛƴǎΦ Cƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ άōƭǳŜ 
ƭƛƴŜέ ƻǊ άƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǳǇ άbƻ 5ƻƎǎέ 
Řƻǿƴ άtƻƭŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ άaƻǊƻ /ŀƴȅƻƴέΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŀƭƪ 
over the bridge, make a quick right up the trail that leads 
past the Moro Campground and back to the Ranger 
Station. Remember, no dogs are allowed on the 
backcountry trails.



One of the thrills of hiking is exploring natural habitats. It is important to 
remember that we are simply visitors. Many animals inhabit the backcountry of 
Crystal Cove and only have a small sliver of open space to call home. Help 
preserve their habitat by staying on designated trails. Additionally, by staying on 

ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ŎƻȅƻǘŜǎΣ ǎƴŀƪŜǎΣ ǘƛŎƪǎΣ ƻǊ Ǉƻƛǎƻƴ ƻŀƪΦ LŦ 
ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ŀƴȅ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƭǳŎƪȅΣ ōǳǘ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜŘ 

or attempt to interact with them. Wild animals should be appreciated from a 
distance. Finally, to best enjoy your hike bring water, wear a hat and sturdy shoes 
ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳƴŜǾŜƴΣ ǊƻŎƪȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜŜǇΦ bƻǿΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎΗ

Trude HurdBrian Flynn

NATURAL HABITATS

Sasha Cahill

Tom Neill



All the plants and animals featured in this 

guide will be identified by both common 

names as well as scientific names in 

italics. Depending on which season you 

are visiting, the plants may look totally 

different. This guide primarily shows 

images of plants blooming during the 

springtime, and may not look the same 

throughout the year. If you would like to see 

photos of the selected species during different 

seasons scan the QR code to see the Calflora 

website.

SEASONS 
OF CHANGE

Spring

Sasha Cahill

Autumn

Sasha Cahill



¢ƘŜ tŀǊƪΩǎ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴ 

climate is characterized by 

moist, foggy early mornings 

which breaks by mid 

morning to reveal warm, 

sunny days and cool 

evenings. These comfortable 

temperatures with a 

frequent coastal breeze allow 

for year-round recreation.
Alex Anderson



This guided hike will begin 
at the Ranger Station. To 
reach this starting point 
turn inland from Pacific 
Coast Highway onto 
"School-State Park" and 
follow the signs to the 
Ranger Station. Pay the 
day-use fee, then head to 
the No Dogs trailhead at 
the north end of the 
parking lot past the 
Headquarters office. You 
ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛǎΧ



Look out toward the field on your 

left. Shortly after you begin your hike 

you will see a meadow on your left. 

This area was burned in the 1993 

Laguna Beach fire and today, has 

completely rebounded. The meadow 

was once grassland habitat that was 

destroyed by grazing sheep and 

cattle. Grasslands once covered 13% 

of California habitat, but due to 

overgrazing, agricultural practices, 

and urban sprawl more than 99% of 

grasslands in California have been 

destroyed. 

Native grasslands consist of bunch 

grasses such as purple needlegrass, 

Nasella pulchra and foothill 

needlegrass Nassella lepida.
Purple Needlegrass

Nasella pulchra
Ron Vanderhoff



Gerry Smith

Looking towards the right you are 
treated to a breathtaking view of 
Moro Canyon and the ocean 
beyond. On a clear day you can 
see Catalina Island on the right 
and San Clemente Island a little 
further on the left.

As you look at the hillside you are 
seeing a north-facing slope. 
Slopes facing this direction 
receive less direct sunlight and 
hold more water that nourish the 
vegetation. South-facing slopes 
receive more sunlight which 
create drier soil. Plants such as 
cactus grow heartily on south-
facing slopes because they can 
survive in drier conditions 
whereas those that require cooler 
temps, moisture, and shade thrive 
on the north-facing slopes.



The ocean along Crystal Cove is a 

known breeding ground for the 

bottlenose dolphin, Tursiops 

truncatus. Like most mammals, 

bottlenose dolphins give birth to live 

young near the surface and normally 

tail first. With a quick twist, the 

mother is generally able to break the 

umbilical cord and nudges her baby 

to the surface to take its first breath. 

These playful and intelligent 

cetaceans can be seen close to the 

shore year-round. Watch for dorsal 

fins, splashes, or leaps. 

Dale Frink

NAUTICAL
NURSERY



Crystal Cove is also an excellent spot to 
scan the horizon for the California 
State Marine Mammal, the gray whale, 
Eschrichtius robustus. Gray whales 
spend their summers in the Arctic 
waters of the Bering and Chukchi Seas 
where they gorge on tiny shrimp-like 
creatures called amphipods. When the 
days get cold and the food supply 
lessens, they begin migrating to the 
warm lagoons of Baja California, 
where they mate and calve. The 
12,000-mile round journey is known to 
be the longest migration of any 
mammal. If you are hiking between 
the migration months of December to 
April, look out towards the ocean for a 
fluke (tail) or a spout of water from the 
ǿƘŀƭŜΩǎ ōƭƻǿƘƻƭŜΦ

Dale Frink

WHALE
WATCH



The indigenous people of what we now call Crystal 

Cove State Park, the Acjachemen and Tongva, remain 

an integral part of the community. These two tribal 

nations occupied these lands for 9,000 since time 

immemorial beforearrival of the Spanish 

missionaries in 1769. Both tribes established their 

villages near dependable water sources and enjoyed 

the resources from both the sea and the land for 

their daily needs. Their food sources included fish 

from the kelp beds and surf zones, waterfowl (ducks 

& geese), and a variety of plants and animals. These 

communities developed specialized crafts and tools 

including nets, fishhooks, basketry, stone 

implements, ritual objects, and tule canoes. The 

plants around you were used for food, lodging 

materials, recreational activities, medicinal purposes, 

jewelry, and for spiritual ceremonies.
Anne Handberry

FIRST
PEOPLES



The native plant community found along 

this trail is primarily coastal sage scrub. The 

flora that comprises this community is 

adapted to surviving in this dry, sunny, 

coastal environment.

[ŜǘΩǎ ǎŜŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǇƻǘΗ

NATIVE PLANTS



Large clusters of this shrub 
produce brightly colored 
golden yellow flowers that 
get brighter as the 
temperatures increase during 
the summertime. With small 
greenish gray hairy stems, 
goldenbush Ŏŀƴ ƎǊƻǿ ǳǇ ǘƻ оΩ 
tall and is an attractant for 
butterflies, bees, moths and 
bats.

Coastal 
Goldenbush
Isocoma menziesii

Dusti Hericks



This native herb, also called 
stinking gourd, is a sprawling vine 
with rough, stiff-haired stems and 
leaves. The distinctive dark green 
leaves are accentuated by five 
triangular points, the large yellow 
flowers are bell shaped, and the 
oblate squash-like fruit look like 
tennis balls. Although animals may 
eat the gourds, humans tend to 
keep their distance as the odor 
emanating from the plant smells 
like onions or as kids sometimes 
ǎŀȅ άLƴ-N-hǳǘΦέ

Coyote Gourd
Cucurbita foetidissima

Trude Hurd



This tall evergreen shrub can grow 
ǳǇ ǘƻ олΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǿŀȄȅ ǘƘƛŎƪ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ 
which serve to reduce 
transpiration allowing it to stay 
green throughout the hot summer. 
From late winter into spring pale 
pink flowers emerge followed by 
bright red fruit that resemble corn 
kernels and are covered with a 
sticky sour lemon coating. Humans 
may pucker at the taste, but bats, 
birds, caterpillars and butterflies 
love this shrub.

Lemonade Berry
Rhus integrefolia

Trude Hurd



An essential plant in the coastal sage 
scrub for insects and pollinators 
California buckwheat also hosts up to 
36 species of butterflies and moths as 
well as bees, wasps, and beetles. This 
shrub spreads like a bush, has 
leathery leaves with tiny pink and 
white flower clusters in the spring 
which turn to rust by the end of the 
flowering season in November. 
California buckwheat is also one of 
the host plants of the parasitic 
dodder Cuscuta californica aka 
άǿƛǘŎƘΩǎ ƘŀƛǊέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƛƭƭȅ 
string covering the plant.

California 
Buckwheat
Erigonum fasciculatum

Trude Hurd



During the hot, dry summer this 
plant goes into survival mode. 
Growth stops, transpiration slows 
and the plant wilts and looks dead. 
But during the rainy season the gray-
green leaves sprout long, lush and 
feathery. Many birds forage and nest 
within the branches of the shrub 
which is critical habitat for the 
federally threatened California 
gnatcatcher. Some small mammals, 
such as dusky-footed woodrats feed 
on the foliage and flowers 
unbothered by the presence of bitter 
aromatic chemicals called terpenes. 

California 
Sagebrush
Artemisia californica

Trude Hurd



This drought-adapted evergreen 

shrub, also known as Christmas 

Berry, produces bright red berries 

that are devoured by coyotes and 

many birds including cedar 

waxwings, California scrub jays, and 

northern mockingbirds. In the 

summer, the shrub produces white 

flowers that emit a slight hawthorn 

scent and attract butterflies, bees 

and hummingbirds. In the 1920s, 

toyon berries were so extensively 

harvested for Christmas decorations 

that the population was severely 

threatened, prompting a California 

law prohibiting the removal of any 

part of the plant from public lands.

Toyon 
Heteromeles 
arbutifolia

Sasha Cahill



In spring, bush monkeyflower in 

colorful variations of yellow, orange, 

salmon and red bloom in the coastal 

sage scrub. Said to resemble a 

ƳƻƴƪŜȅΩǎ ŦŀŎŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎǉǳƛƴǘ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ 

see it. Hummingbirds, bees, moths and 

flies are attracted to this pretty plant 

with the hairy, sticky stems and serve 

as players in the unique pollination 

strategy. The two-lobed stigma is 

sensitive to touch so when brushed by 

an organism, the lobes close. If pollen 

was deposited, fertilization is ensured 

and the stigma stays shut, a signal to 

other potential pollinators that this 

flower has been visited.

Southern Bush 
Monkeyflower
Diplacus australis

Trude Hurd



This native California evergreen has small waxy 
leaves and abundant white and yellow flowers 
that are present year-round. Come late autumn 
the white, fluffy flowers release thousands of 
tiny seeds which are carried away by the wind 
resembling a snowstorm. Pretty as the plant may 
be though when the flowers are blooming, it 
reeks like a dirty dog. The odor must not bother 
the baccharis gall fly who lay their eggs on the 
plant and whosevoracious larval feeding cause 
knoblike swellings orgallson the shoot tips.

Coyote Brush
Baccharis pilularis

Trude Hurd

Peter Bryant

Trude Hurd



Arroyo Willow grows along arroyos, 
streams, and areas with rechargeable 
groundwater. The fluffy-looking 
appendages called catkins flower 
between January-March and fall to 
the ground once they have released 
their seeds. The bark of this willow 
contains salicylic acid, an ingredient 
in aspirin and was once chewed by  
indigenous people for headaches.

Arroyo Willow
Salix lasiolepis

Trude Hurd
Peter Bryant

Trude Hurd

Trude Hurd



You can look at this shrub but 5hbΩ¢ 

TOUCHΗ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎΣ άƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ōŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ 

may result in an itchy rash. Some 

animals though like bluebirds, squirrels, 

and deer, love to hide, nest, eat the 

berries or even graze in the thicket as 

unlike people, animals tend to be 

immune. It grows either as a low 

trailing vine or a dense woody thicket 

with pretty leaves that are bronze 

colored in the spring, shiny green in the 

summer and red and gold in the fall 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘǊƻǇΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ 

what time of year or the growing 

phase, the toxin within the sap, known 

as urushiol, is present year-round.

Poison 
Oak
Toxicodendron 
diversilobum

Trude Hurd
Peter Bryant

Trude Hurd



As mentioned earlier, as you continue to hike you will come 
across several rust-colored posts with a number and two QR 
codes. The top QR code links to our Geology Discovery Trail 
Guide text version and the bottom QR code reveals a 
narrated version of the geology text. On this hike you will 
happen on markers 1, 2, 3 and towards the end of the hike, 
marker 14. If you are interested in how rocks, magma, sand, 
ŀƴŘ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŦƻǊƳ /Ǌȅǎǘŀƭ /ƻǾŜ {ǘŀǘŜ tŀǊƪ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 
want to scan the QR codes and learn about geologic 
processes from millions of years ago. You can view the entire 
guide on our website at www.crystalcovestatepark.org 

GEOLOGY GUIDE

http://www.crystalcovestatepark.org


!ŦǘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ІоΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 
notice several trail options on your right. 
Once you reach the first trail split, veer right 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ άtƻƭŜǎΦέ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ѹ ƳƛƭŜΣ 
ƛǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ 
very steep trail. Be careful and walk slowly. 
Bend your knees or walk sideways to keep 
your balance. 

FIELD 
DIRECTIONS



As you head down Poles, look to your left at "The 
Bowl", the 15 acre active restoration site, adjacent 
to the trail West Cut Across. This 5-year project 
spearheaded by scientists from UCI who have 
partnered with Crystal Cove State Park and Crystal 
Cove Conservancy, aims to reestablish a healthy 
coastal sage scrub habitat to this area in the 
backcountry which was heavily degraded by 
frequent fire, sheep and cattle overgrazing, and a 
variety of human related disturbances over the last 
100 years. Based on the soils in this area, State Park 
environmental scientists believe that it was 
originally a native California grassland, a rapidly 
disappearing habitat. By eliminating the invasive 
plants like black mustard and artichoke thistle which 
benefitted from the disturbed soil, and restoring the 
area with a native plant palette of aromatic and 
colorful local species, one day The Bowl is expected 
to return to its historic health and resilience.

THE
BOWL


