
Do you love the many wonders of 
Mission Trails Regional Park? Are you 
interested in learning more about them 
and sharing this love with others? Well, 
then the MTPP Trail Guide Training 
program just might be for you!

This annual 10-week program trains 
volunteers to lead interpretive nature 
walks throughout the park. Classes be-
gin in January and meet each Wednes-
day evening from 6:30 to 9:30 p.m. 
for classroom instruction, and each 
Saturday morning from 8:30 to 11:30 
a.m. for field studies.

Please note there is a $25 materials fee 
due at the Orientation, scheduled for 
Saturday, January 8th, 2011. For more 
information, or to sign up, please call 
(619) 668-3279.
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Volunteer Pat Pawlowski showing visitors a king snake

The “King” of  Snakes
by Ranger Heidi Gutknecht

One of Mission Trail’s less-often 
seen snakes is the California king-
snake (Lampropeltis getula californi-
ae). Despite its name, this snake can 
also be found in Arizona, southern 
portions of Nevada, Utah and Or-
egon, southwest Colorado, northwest 
New Mexico, and northwest Mex-
ico. This beautiful snake reaches 
lengths up to 48 inches and typically 
has horizontal bands of alternating 
chocolate brown to black and white 
to yellow, but, occasionally has 
length-wise stripes, or, a combina-
tion of bands and stripes. This dark 
and light coloration enables them 
to blend in when amongst patches 
of shade and sunlight. Because of 
its unique beauty, the California 
kingsnake is often confused as an 
“exotic” snake by people who have 
never seen them in the wild before.

The kingsnake in the photo was 
recently brought in to the Visitor 
Center by a local resident who found 
it trying to crawl into a vent on the 
side of his home; since he had never 
seen such a snake in his neighbor-
hood before, he thought it might be 
someone’s lost pet. A while back, 
I received a call on the radio from 
the police that there was “an exotic 
snake that must have been a released 
pet” loose at the Equestrian Stag-
ing Area off of Mast Blvd. I arrived 

King Snake, continued on p.4
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I often walk into the lobby of the Visi-
tor Center and enjoy engaging our vis-
itors. For many it is their first visit and 
they are often amazed at all we have 
to offer at MTRP. “I never realized 
this building was here” is the most 
frequent response. Many are familiar 
with the park and may have hiked 
Cowles Mountain, but were not aware 
of the Visitor and Interpretive Center. 
If it is their first time at Mission Trails, 
they are very impressed at all of the 
many interesting things there are to 
see and do. It is difficult for them to 
comprehend the park is over 6,100 
acres, covers 10 square miles and has 
40 miles of trails. I feel very fortunate 
to work here at Mission Trails.

I also have the pleasure of talking 
to many of our volunteers who are 
always present in the park. Whether 
they are leading our free Trail Guide 
Walks, staffing the gift shop or front 
counter, completely rebuilding the 
reed-covered Ewaa on the Visitor Cen-
ter Terrace, or removing thousands of 
stalks of non-native/invasive vegeta-
tion throughout the park, their interest 
and dedication to the park are really 
quite remarkable. Our volunteers are a 
vital part of the entire operation. And, 
of course, you are always welcome to 
become a volunteer.
On August 14, after numerous rain 
delays last winter and spring, the inte-
rior of the Cowles Mountain Comfort 

Station was painted by the Grantville-
Allied Gardens and the Lake Murray 
Kiwanis clubs. With a total of 35 com-
munity service hours, it was cleaned, 
primed, and then painted a much 
brighter color. The following week 
Life Deck Coating Installations re-
surfaced the floors. Fortunately for us 
Paul Koury, the owner of Life Deck, 
is a frequent visitor to the park and 
donated half the cost of the project. 

Activities and events with the MTRP 
Foundation for the fall are well 
underway. Our concert series began 
on September 19 with the San Diego 
Flute Circle playing a great variety 
of Native American Flutes. Please 
check our online calendar, mtrp.org/
events.asp, for the remainder of our 
fall concert series and other new and 
interesting events in the park and at 
the Visitor and Interpretive Center.

Linda Hawley’s children’s fun nature 
classes -- known as “Nature Adven-
tures!, Afternoon Nature Adventures,  
and Nighttime Nature Adventures”, 
--  are in session, offering a new and 
exciting topic each month for these 
90-minute programs. The classes are 
for children of all ages. The cost is 
$5.00 per child and adults are free.  
Our three part Sempra Energy Founda-
tion (SEF) educational program, under 
the direction of Education Program 
Instructor Alicia Berg is also under-
way for school classes and organized 
youth organizations. The SEF program 
can also assist with transportation 
costs. Information on both programs is 
on our website under “Children’s Fun 
Nature Classes.”  

There is always something to do at 
Mission Trails. For instance, at 7:30 
am, I met Terry Gaughen, a key vol-
unteer who spends hours every week 
removing invasive plants from the 
park and maintaining hiking trails. We 
worked at the entrance to the Equestri-
an Staging Area removing non-native 
vegetation and filled an entire pick-up 
truck, and then some.

Don’t forget to sign up for our free e-
Newsletter in the top left hand corner 
of our website.

  A Message From
Executive Director

Jay Wilson
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Exceptionally Productive Year for
Cavity Nesting Birds at MTRP

by Richard Griebe

Photo by Wendy Esterly

Eighty-eight nest boxes located throughout the park provide homes for birds 
that breed here.  Nest boxes supplement natural cavities, a scarce resource that 
results in strong competition for nest sites. Even feral bees compete for available 
cavities as they claimed two large nest boxes intended for kestrels.   Mission 
Trails Nest Box Project was the recipient of 15 new houses thanks to Zac Ames’ 
scout project which donated 15 houses allowing us to replace dilapidated houses 
and add new ones. Our two Barn Owl boxes haven’t been used so far although 
we keep a close eye on them for signs of activity. Fifteen volunteers, including 
four girl scouts who earned merit badges, dutifully monitored their assigned 
boxes for the three-month nesting season.
 
Over two thirds of our boxes were used this year whereas 
usage in past years was below fifty percent. The higher 
nesting rate is possibly explained by the County finally 
receiving a normal amount of rainfall last winter. Moni-
tors recorded 78 nesting attempts (one or more eggs laid) 
which resulted in 237 babies fledging, a record number 
for this eleven-year-old project.

Six Bewick’s Wren and four Tree Swallow pairs used our 
boxes compared to past years when only one pair of each species nested. A key 
field mark for Bewick’s Wrens is the white line over the eyes differentiating 
them from the more common House Wren which lacks this distinctive marking.

Ash-throated Flycatchers continue to be particularly productive in the Park, 
producing 73 fledglings compared to 53 last year. Since these flycatchers nest 
later than most other species, the higher number of babies fledged is largely due 
to the diligence of monitors who removed House Wren nests soon after young 
wrens fledged, providing an opportunity for the flycatchers to reuse the box. 

Nest box, continued on p. 4

Lunar Eclipse,
December 2010

By George Varga, Trail Guide

In order for a Lunar Eclipse to happen, 
the Sun, Earth and Moon must be in 
perfect alignment so that the Earth is 
between the Sun and Moon. Then the 
Earth’s shadow, also called ‘umbra’, 
will fall on the Moon and a Lunar 
Eclipse will occur. During a Full 
Moon the Earth is always between the 
Sun and Moon, and of course a Full 
Moon happens every month. How-
ever, a Lunar Eclipse does not happen 
each month. Why is that? The reason 
for this is the fact that the orbit of 
the Moon is tilted about 5 degrees to 
the Sun-Earth orbital plane. A Lunar 
Eclipse will only occur when the plane 
of the Moon’s orbit intersects that of 
the Sun-Earth orbital plane.

During the late evening of 20 De-
cember 2010 into the early hours of 
21 December, the night of the Full 
Moon, there will be a Total Eclipse of 
the Moon. The Moon will enter the 
Earth’s umbra (shadow) at about 10:32 
p.m. Totality will be from about 11:40 
p.m. on the 20th to 12:52 a.m. on the 
21st. Then the Moon will begin to 
leave the Earth’s umbra and the whole 
event will be over around 2:02 a.m. 
While the Moon is totally eclipsed it 
will be visible in dull shades of red, 
orange, and even brown depending on 
the amount of pollution in the atmo-
sphere.

The reason for being able to see the 
Moon even when it is totally embed-
ded in the Earth’s shadow is the fact 
that some sunlight is diffracted (bent) 
around the Earth’s edge into the shad-
ow and hits the Moon. Then a little 
of this light is reflected back to us on 
Earth, enters our pupil, hits the optic 
nerves in our retina and our brain says 
something like “Oh my, how beauti-
ful, glad I stayed up instead of falling 
asleep in front of the TV.”
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Twenty boxes were reused compared 
to only three in the 2009 nesting sea-
son.  Many birds return to nest in their 
birthplace and thus most of the Ash-
throateds seen in the park fledged here 
in previous years, returning from their 
wintering grounds in Baja and Central 
Mexico.

For the second year Western Bluebirds 
did not use the boxes around the Visi-
tor’s Center but we have hopes they 
will return in 2011. Our nest boxes 
will be cleaned and awaiting them.

The MTRP Bird Nest Box Project 
needs volunteers to help out during 
next spring’s nesting season. Volun-
teers are assigned different nest boxes 
throughout the park, which they are re-
sponsible for monitoring on a weekly 
basis (from March through July). If in-
terested, please contact Ranger Heidi, 
at (619) 668-3279.

to find five nervous police officers 
hanging back a safe distance from 
the mystery snake. When I calmly 
walked over and picked the snake 
up, they all yelled and jumped back 
– “It’s just a kingsnake!” I told them, 
laughing at their reaction. I then gave 
them an impromptu lesson, after 
which one officer remarked, “That’s 
why you’re the Park Ranger and not 
us!”

So, why are they called, “king”snakes 
any way? Well, kingsnakes actually 
prefer a diet of other snakes; they eat 
all types of snakes, including other 
kingsnakes and even rattlesnakes! 
The reason they can get away with 
eating rattlesnakes is not because 
they are “immune” to the venom, 
as was once believed; they actually 
have a special enzyme that is able 
to break down the venom, minimiz-
ing its damaging effects. This makes 
the kingsnake a superhero among 
snakes and is how it got its appropri-
ate name. They will also eat small 
rodents, birds, eggs, amphibians, 
and whatever else they can find in 
the wide variety of habitats in which 
they live. Like other non-venomous 
snakes, the kingsnake constricts its 
prey, by coiling tightly around it until 
it suffocates, and then swallowing it 
whole, head first.

When captured, kingsnakes often vi-
brate their tail, hiss, bite and excrete 
a foul-smelling musk to discourage 
predators; however, they become 
tame quickly and make good pets. Of 
course, it is illegal to take any ani-
mal from the wild, but, due to their 
popularity, California kingsnakes 
are bred in captivity (under special 
permits from the Department of Fish 
and Game) for sale as pets. Keep 
your eyes open while hiking here in 
the park and you just might be treated 
with a “royal” sighting.

See Star Party dates on page 6.

Winter Solstice Hikes on Cowles Mountain
Time: 6:00 a.m. on Monday, December 20; Tuesday, December 21; and 
Wednesday, December 22, 2010.
Starting Point: Trailhead adjacent to the parking lot at Golfcrest Dr. & Navajo 
Rd.
Description: The Mission Trails Regional Park Trail Guides will lead pre-dawn 
hikes to the area of the solstice observatory on Cowles Mountain on the 20th 
and 22nd of December. The Canyoneers of the San Diego Natural History Mu-
seum will lead the hike on the 21st. The solstice site is approximately one mile 
up the trail. The age of the site is unknown. It is known that the Kumeyaay used 
similar sites in Southern California. For all three hikes, we hope to see the rising 
sun split by a peak on the eastern horizon. The ascent will be in the dark. Good 
shoes and a flashlight are recommended. These hikes continue to be among the 
most popular events in the park. A word of caution for anyone joining the hikes 
or hiking on their own: there is danger of eye damage if you stare directly at the 
sun. You can observe the sunrise safely for a very few seconds through narrow 
slits (such as between your fingers held together) or smoked glass. Plan on a 
two-hour hike.

Art Exhibits

October 9 - November 5
“In The Jeans”
Candy Richey

Photography
Melody Brunsting

pastel
Colleen Baker-Huber

oil and acrylic
 

November 6 - December 3
“Fine Line artisits”

Louise Sackett
pastel, colored pencil
Katherine Terrell

colored pencil
Gayle Mason
colored pencil

Nicole Caufield
colored pencil

Vivian Blackburn
Acrylic and oil

December 4 - December 31
“Three Person Show”

Ann Slater
watercolor

Mark Smith
oil

Linda Gilbreath
watercolor

Kingsnake, continued from p. 1 Nest Box, continued from p. 3
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FBI – Evidence Response Team
On June 17, 2010 in partnership with 
Mission Trails Regional Park Rang-
ers, the FBI Evidence Response Team 
(ERT) and San Diego Sheriff’s Crime 
Scene personnel conducted a field 
training exercise at Mission Trails 
Regional Park.  The ERT is the FBI’s 
equivalent of CSI.  Twenty-one mem-
bers of the FBI ERT participated in 
the exercise which was staged at the 
Equestrian Staging Area.

Animal Rescue Team
On June 20, 2010 in partnership with 
Mission Trails Regional Park Rang-
ers, members of the Technical Rescue 
Team from the San Diego Humane 
Society and SPCA’s Animal Rescue 
Reserve (ARR) took part in a rescue 
training exercise at Mission Trails 
Regional Park. ARR was organized by 
the San Diego Humane Society and 
SPCA after the Laguna Fire of 1970 so 
that animal could be safely evacuated 
from dangerous situations

Scouts
On July 10, 2010 boys and leaders 
from combined Cub Scout Packs 306, 
370, and 399 convened at Mission 
Trails Regional Park for their third 
round of service to the park. Two boys 
and four adults worked for three hours 
filling and placing 90 to 100 sedi-
ment bags along the Grassland River 
Crossing and Grasslands Loop Trail 
to prevent erosion and applied water 
run-off control measures.

And More High School Students
On August 4, 2010 eleven High-
School and Jr. High students from 
Recycled Youth Group of Calvary 
Chapel El Centro, CA came to Mis-
sion Trails Regional Park for a morn-
ing of community service.  The project 
was put together as part of the youth 
group’s Summer Camp.  With a theme 
of “An Outward Faith Should Be...”, 
community service was a natural focus 
of the camp.

Groups, continued from back page
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WE LOVE PUPPETS

Puppets are not only cuddly and soft 
they are also great fun to play with, 
giving children the opportunity to 
express themselves through creative 
play. They are educational and can 
provide a link to research on various 
animals and their lives and habitats.

In the Mission Trails Gift Shop we 
have a wide selection of high quality 
animal puppets from FOLKMANIS, 
a California company in Emeryville 
that has led the world of puppets for 
decades. Their puppets are cleverly 
and safely constructed, manufactured 
to higher standards than required by 
law. Purchasers can always know that 
their Folkmanis puppet is the very best 
available.

Happily, they make many puppets 
that represent our animal neighbors in 
Mission Trails Regional Park, from the 
Coyote and Bobcat to the ever-popular 
Tarantula. Better still, many of our 
puppets match beautifully with some 
of our excellent children’s books from 
“Way Out West Lives a Coyote named 
Frank” to “An Interview With A Ta-
rantula” wherein Katydid from radio 
station KBUG asks a tarantula ques-
tions about his abilities and life style.
Our newest puppet is the Pack Rat, 
a jolly fellow who is ready to hike 
the trails of Mission Gorge, with his 
removeable backpack filled with water 
and healthy trail snacks. Watch for him 
both in the gift shop and on the trail.

In addition to the large puppets we 
also carry a vast selection of Folkma-
nis finger puppets, reasonably priced 
to please the pocket while delighting 
small hands. We invite you to visit the 
gift shop and become acquainted with 
our fuzzy friends. We are sure you will 
find that adults love puppets, too. 

GIFT SHOP

STAR PARTY
With George Varga

November 13, 5:00 pm - 8:00 pm
The Moon will be waxing and be at 
First Quarter. Jupiter will be high up 
in the South. The Andromeda Galaxy 
(M31) and its companion M32 are 
well in position for viewing. Come 
out and view these two objects whose 
light takes about 2.5 – 2.9 million 
years to reach Earth!

December 11, 5:00 pm - 8:00 pm
The Moon is waxing and almost at 
First Quarter. Jupiter will be high in 
the Southern sky tonight. Views of 
the Andromeda Galaxy (M31) and its 
companion M32 should be wonderful. 
Also up for viewing are the Pleiades, 
the Double Cluster in Perseus.

Save the Dates
October 16 and 17
Enjoy the art of decoy, fish and wild-
life carving presented by the Pacific 
Southwest Wildlife Arts, Inc. This two 
day event will include carvings by 
world champion wildlife wood carv-
ers. 
 
October 24, 3:00 to 4:00 pm
The second fall/winter concert will be 
on in the Visitor Center Amphitheater 
featuring the Silver Wood Music En-
semble. This versatile ensemble will 
be performing up-beat American and 
Celtic music. 

Notable Donations
July 1 – September 30  

Steward
$5,000 - $10,000 

Patron
$2,500 - $4,999

Founder
$1,000 - $2,499

Thomas Springer

Trailblazer
$500-$999

Pat Abbott 

Path Finder
$100-$499

Lynn Baer -
in memory of  Bradley Baer
Barbara and Michael Carr

Bill Casper
Peter Cuthbert Trust 

Ted Daub 
Mary Jo Grubbs
Dorothy Hester
Howard Runk 

Stephen Seaborg
Dan and Katie Sullivan

Mr. & Mrs. Leonard Trentacosta 
George & Nancy Varga

Mark & Robin Wade
Joy Winter

Business Donors

AT&T
Life Deck 

Ideal Plumbing
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User And Volunteer Groups Enhance Our Park

High School Students
On July 29 and August 4, 2010 eight 
High-School and Jr. High students with  
Ms. Biersbach from The Preuss School 
UCSD, CA sponsored by Surf N’ Serve 
came to Mission Trails Regional Park 
donating two hours of their time to a 
community service of Erosion Control 
and Prevention Measures on Father Ju-
nipero Serra Trail and Kumeyaay Lake/
Campground. The students on July 29, 
2010 with smiles and the grimaces of 
hard work removed over 100 deterio-
rated gravel bags along Father Junipero 
Serra Trail and disseminated the gravel 
evenly along the side of the road.

Numerous groups come to the park to 
perform volunteer activities or training 
excercises, which help the park and the 
community. For information call Ranger 
Mel Naidas, 619-668-3277, or email 
mnaidas@mtrp.org.

Groups, continued on p. 5


