
California Quail
Callipepla californica

Habitat:  Open woodlands, brushy foothills, chaparral, valley 
bottoms with streams, and suburban environments.  

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal).  Social in the fall and winter, 
traveling in small groups commonly from 25 to 40, called coveys.  
They forage in the morning and evening, walking along the ground 
scratching for food, usually in open areas close to cover.  Despite their 
short legs, they can move quickly and run surprisingly fast (up to 12 
mph).  If pressed they burst into flight with rapid, whirring wingbeats 
and can approach 60 mph in flight.  The coveys break up in the spring 
as birds pair up for the breeding season.  Nests are shallow scrapes 
in the ground, with 12-16 eggs.  The female incubates the eggs while 
the male stands guard nearby.  The chicks hatch in about a month 
and within a hour are running around.  The adults and young stay in a 
family group until the coveys re-form in the fall.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Prefers seeds, but also eats leaves, flowers, catkins, acorns, and even 
poison oak berries; and invertebrates - beetles, mites, snails, caterpillars, etc.

What eats it:  Hawks and great horned owls, jays, coyotes, skunks, bobcats, ground 
squirrels, a variety of snakes, domestic cats, and humans, among others.

Did You Know...   

photo by Gary Kramer

Protozoans in the California quail’s intestines help it digest vegetation.  The chicks acquire 
the protozoans by pecking at the feces of adults.  

California quails can often get by without drinking water, acquiring it from insects and 
succulent vegetation.  They are also the state bird of California.  46

Downy Woodpecker
Picoides pubescens

Habitat:  Prefers open deciduous forests and woodlands, and 
streamside habitats; but may occur in coniferous forests as well.  Also 
found in orchards and urban and suburban settings.

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal), non-migratory, and solitary, 
except during the breeding season.  Males defend territories against 
males, and females against females.  Territory defense may include 
aerial combat.  Moves nimbly over tree trunks and branches, or on 
stems of grasses and wildflowers, using its stiffened tail feathers for 
support.  Gleans insects from the surface or in bark crevices, and may 
use bill to pound holes and excavate prey.  In the spring, pair bonds 
excavate a nest site in a tree, usually in a dead limb, where 3-8 eggs 
are laid.  Both parents incubate the eggs.  The eggs hatch in about 12 
days, and the chicks leave the nest about 3 weeks after that.  Both 
parents feed the chicks and continue to care for them for at least three 
weeks after they leave the nest.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Primarily insects, beetle larvae that live inside wood or under bark, 
as well as ants, caterpillars, and others.  Berries, acorns, and grains are also eaten. 

What eats it:  Hawks, cats, and owls may take adults.  Eggs and nestlings are 
vulnerable to snakes, squirrels, rats, and other birds (including other woodpeckers).

Did You Know...   

malefemale

photos by Wolfgang Wander

In the winter male and female Downy Woodpeckers divide up where they look for 
food.  Males feed more on small branches and weed stems, while females feed on 
larger branches and trunks.  

This is one of the smallest and most widespread of North American woodpeckers.48

California
 Quail Range 

Downy Woodpecker Range 



Killdeer
Charadrius vociferus

Habitat:  Very open areas such as grazed fields, sandbars, mudflats.  
Also found in developed areas such as golf courses, athletic fields, etc.

Habits:  Active both day and night.  Usually solitary, but are occasionally 
found in loose flocks during the non-breeding season.  Some populations 
are migratory while others are year-round residents.  In the spring, the male 
claims a nesting territory and tries to attract a female with aerial displays and 
calls.  The nest is a simple depression scraped into the earth, in which 2-6 
eggs are laid.  Both parents incubate the eggs for about 4 weeks.  The 
chicks stay with the parents until they are able to fly, in about 3-4 weeks.  
Both parents use displays to help protect the nest.  One is the famous 
“broken-wing”, where the adult staggers about as if it is injured, all the time 
leading the predator away from the nest.  Confronted with a cow or horse 
though, the adults use a different strategy.  They fluff themselves up, tail 
over their head, and run at the interloper trying to make it change its path.

resident and visitor

What it eats:  Primarily invertebrates such as insects, snails, worms, crayfish, 
etc.  Will also take seeds or even an occasional frog or minnow.    

What eats it:  A wide assortment of predators – raptors, gulls, crows, ravens, 
snakes, foxes, coyotes, cats, dogs, raccoons, skunks and opossums, to name a few.

Did You Know...   

photo by Kurt Hart

Killdeer Range in North
and Central America

Killdeer get their name from their loud, wailing kill-deer call.  Eighteenth century 
naturalists also noticed how noisy they were, calling them Chattering Plover or 
Noisy Plover.

In hot conditions, adults will dip their breast feathers in water, return to their nest, 
and apply the water to the eggs, presumably to cool them.
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Northern Flicker 
Colaptes auratus

Habitat:  Open wooded and forested areas during breeding 
season.  Other, more open areas like grasslands, parks, or even sand 
dune areas outside the breeding season.

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal).  Solitary except during 
breeding season, when it pairs up.  Unlike most woodpeckers the 

flicker is migratory, with populations in the northern part of their 
range moving south in the winter.  It also forages on the ground, 
another woodpecker oddity, preferring ants.  Using its strong beak, it 
will dig ant into nests and lap up the ants with a long barbed tongue.  
Flickers are cavity nesters (including nest boxes) and breed from 
February to July.  From 3-12 eggs are laid which hatch in about 2 
weeks.  Both parents incubate the eggs and care for the nestlings.  
The young fledge in about 3-4 weeks but may remain with the 
parents for some time begging for food.  When adults fly, they flash 
a distinctive white rump, and fly with the typical flap-flap, glide, flap-
flap pattern of woodpeckers.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Primarily ants, but will also eat snails and other insects.  Berries 
and seeds are also on the menu, including those from poison oak.   

What eats it:  Raccoons, squirrels, and snakes will take the young.  Bird-hunting 
raptors such as the Cooper’s hawk and the Sharp-shinned hawk will take adults.

Did You Know...   Northern Flicker Range in 
North America

photo by docent Joyce
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A flicker’s tongue can be as long as 2 inches beyond the tip of the bill.

Flickers, like other woodpeckers, drum for communication and territory defense.  
Sometimes they use metal objects (because they are loud!).  One in Wyoming could 
be heard drumming on an old tractor from a half mile away. 
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Mourning Dove
Zenaida macroura

Habitat:  Can be found in a wide variety of habitats but prefers woodland-
grassland edges, prairies, and open forests.

year-round resident

What it eats:  Primarily  seeds, fruit, and grains.  They will also eat insects, 
and, during the breeding season, snails.  

What eats it:  Falcons, hawks, owls, cats, dogs, and humans will take adults.  
Nestlings and eggs are taken by snakes, racoons, blue jays, squirrels and others.

Did You Know...   

Mourning Dove Range 

photo by Sivaprasad

winter

Doves (and pigeons) are the only North America birds capable of suctioning water into 
their esophagus, so they can drink without raising their heads.  All other birds must dip 
their bills into water, then raise their heads so the water can run down their throat.

year-
round

resident

summer
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Raven
Corvus corax

Habitat:  Prefers open habitats – grasslands, deserts, open 
woodlands – but may be found in a wider array of vegetation types.

Habits:  Ravens are most commonly found alone or in pairs, but may 
forage in larger groups.  They are very vocal – from 15 to 33 categories 
of vocalizations have been described – and are reported to be able to 
mimic other animals (including humans).  Nests are located in forks of 
trees, on cliff faces, and on structures (power-line towers, bridges, etc.).  
Usually 3-7 eggs are laid in the spring and are incubated by the female.  
The young leave the nest in 5-7 weeks after hatching.  They may 
disperse or stick around with the parents for a while.  Ravens 
aggressively defend their nest and will vigorously chase away predators.  

They are acrobatic flyers, often doing rolls and somersaults in the air.  One bird was 
seen flying upside down for a half-mile! 

resident year-round

What it eats:  Almost anything it can catch.  From small mammals and insects to 
adult pigeons and great blue heron nestlings, along with grains, buds, berries, 
garbage, animal dung, and carrion.

What eats it:  Not much, due to its size and aggressive defensiveness.  Owls, 
martens and other ravens may take eggs, and owls or eagles might snatch an adult.

Did You Know...  

Raven Range
in North America

photo by Copetersen
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The mourning dove is both one of the most abundant birds in North America -- a 
population of 350 million – and the most hunted.  Hunters take about 20 million a year, 
more than the annual harvest of all other migratory birds combined.  

Habits:  Diurnal (active during the day) and usually found in small groups.  
Some populations migrate and can travel as far as 1,000 miles.   Fast and 
maneuverable flyers, they can evade many predators if they are aware of them.  
They feed on the ground, pecking or pushing aside litter.  They are 
monogamous, with some pairs staying together over the winter, and breed from 
March to September (the longest breeding season of any North American bird).  
Nests are a flimsy affair usually located in a tree or brush, but sometimes on the 
ground.  Clutch size is usually 2 eggs, which hatch in about 2 weeks.  For the 
first 3-4 days the young are feed crop milk, an energy rich substance produced 
in the crops of both parents.  The young fledge in about 2 weeks and are 
independent 2 weeks later.  One pair may raise multiple broods in a year.  

Raven brains are among the largest of any bird.  They are intelligence and capable 
of solving problems, sometimes in innovative ways (for a bird).  They also break off 
twigs to play with socially, making them one of the few animals that use toys.

In some Western traditions, ravens were ill omens.  On the other hand, in Native 
American myths the raven was both a creator god and a trickster.  Norse legends had 
ravens sitting on the shoulders of the god Odin, seeing and hearing all.



Turkey Vulture 

Cathartes aura

Habitat: Can be found in a wide range of habitats but generally 
prefers more open country or a mosaic of clearings and forest.

Habits:  Turkey vultures roost in large community groups, foraging 
independently during the day.  With a high wing surface to weight 
ratio, vultures are built for soaring, riding thermal updrafts for hours 
searching for food.  They soar with wings forming a shallow “V” called 
a dihedral, rocking slowly, sometimes close to the ground.  They have 
an excellent sense of smell, a rarity in the avian world, and keen 
vision.  They breed from March to June, usually laying two eggs in a 
nest site in a protected area such as a cliff, cave, hollow tree or 
thicket.  Both adults feed the chicks. The young fledge in about 80 
days and are independent a week later.   Except for populations on 
the California coast and the southern US, vultures migrate in the fall 
through Mexico and Central America and back in the spring.

resident year-round
and migrant visitor

What it eats:  Any dead animal it can find.  Roadkill is a popular choice.

What eats it:  Eagles, Great Horned-owls.  Young and eggs may be taken by 
raccoons, opossums, and foxes.  Human activity is also a major source of mortality.

Did You Know?   

turkey vulture  range

resident

migratory

means it is a vulture!
a strong dihedral wing pattern

The turkey vulture has a remarkably high tolerance for microbial toxins - not
surprising considering its diet - and plays an important ecological role in
disposing of carcasses that might otherwise breed disease.

In 1938 an oil company discovered that natural gas leaks could be traced by 
injecting ethanethiol into gas lines and patrolling those lines for turkey vultures.
Ethanethoil is produced in the early stages of carcass decay.

photo by Mike Baird 
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Other birds you may see

Prairie Falcon
Falco mexicanus
resident or visitor

Rough-legged Hawk
Buteo lagopus
winter visitor
Note:  this is the only other hawk with feathers down 
to the toes

photo by Matt macGillivray photo by Walter Siegmund
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Western Scrub Jay
Aphelocoma californica

Habitat:  Dry shrublands, oak woodlands, pinyon-pine forests, and 
often your backyard.

Habits:   Scrub Jays are assertive, vocal, and inquisitive birds.  They 
forage in pairs or small groups, and are often found in flocks during the 
winter.  They use “anvil” sites to break open nuts and will cache acorns 
by wedging them into crevices in trees, stumps, and logs; or by 
hammering them into loose soil with their beaks and covering them.  
Their practice of caching acorns makes them an important factor in 
oak tree dispersion, especially uphill.  During breeding season pairs 
will aggressively defend territories from other jays.  The nest is off the 
ground and often well hidden, with 2-7 eggs which hatch in about 2-3 
weeks.  The female incubates the eggs and both feed the nestlings.  
The nestlings fledge in 3-4 weeks.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Almost anything it can catch.  In spring and summer it’s insects, 
spiders, eggs and nestlings, mice, lizards, snakes, frogs, etc.  In the fall and winter, 
nuts (especially acorns), and seeds are on the menu, along with fruits.

What eats it:  Hawks, owls, ravens, crows.  Raccoons or other mammals and 
snakes take nestlings.

Did You Know?   

Western Scrub Jay 
 range in North America

photo by Ingred Taylar

Jays will steal nuts from other bird’s caches.  When they cache their stolen goods, 
they will often check to make sure they are not being watched.  If they are they will 
come back later and move the nut to another location.  

They sometimes perch on the back of a deer and pick off ticks and other parasites.

Populations that live around oaks, like those at Lynch, have stouter, more hooked 
beaks that help birds hammer open acorns.  Those that live in pinion-pine forests 
have thinner, more pointed beaks better suited to getting at pine nuts in cones.

Ruddy duck
Oxyura jamaicensis
winter visitor/year-round resident

Common Goldeneye
Bucephala clangula
winter visitor

photo by Dick Danielsphoto by Dick Daniels

photo by Alan Vernon
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Turkey Vulture 

Cathartes aura

Habitat: Can be found in a wide range of habitats but generally 
prefers more open country or a mosaic of clearings and forest.

Habits:  Turkey vultures roost in large community groups, foraging 
independently during the day.  With a high wing surface to weight 
ratio, vultures are built for soaring, riding thermal updrafts for hours 
searching for food.  They soar with wings forming a shallow “V” called 
a dihedral, rocking slowly, sometimes close to the ground.  They have 
an excellent sense of smell, a rarity in the avian world, and keen 
vision.  They breed from March to June, usually laying two eggs in a 
nest site in a protected area such as a cliff, cave, hollow tree or 
thicket.  Both adults feed the chicks. The young fledge in about 80 
days and are independent a week later.   Except for populations on 
the California coast and the southern U.S., vultures migrate in the fall 
through Mexico and Central America and back in the spring.

resident year-round
and migrant visitor

What it eats:  Any dead animal it can find.  Roadkill is a popular choice.

What eats it:  Eagles, Great Horned owls.  Young and eggs may be taken by 
raccoons, opossums, and foxes.  Human activity is also a major source of mortality.

Did You Know...   

means it is a vulture!
a strong dihedral wing pattern

The turkey vulture has a remarkably high tolerance for microbial toxins - not
surprising considering its diet - and plays an important ecological role in
disposing of carcasses that might otherwise breed disease.

In 1938 an oil company discovered that natural gas leaks could be traced by 
injecting ethanethiol into gas lines and patrolling those lines for turkey vultures.
Ethanethoil is produced in the early stages of carcass decay.
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Other birds you may see

Prairie Falcon
Falco mexicanus
resident or visitor

Rough-legged Hawk
Buteo lagopus
winter visitor
Note:  this is the only other hawk with feathers 
down to the toes

photo by Matt macGillivray photo by Walter Siegmund
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Turkey Vulture  Range in
North and Central America



Western Scrub Jay
Aphelocoma californica

Habitat:  Dry shrublands, oak woodlands, pinyon-pine forests, and 
often your backyard.

Habits:   Scrub Jays are assertive, vocal, and inquisitive birds.  They 
forage in pairs or small groups, and are often found in flocks during the 
winter.  They use “anvil” sites to break open nuts and will cache acorns 
by wedging them into crevices in trees, stumps, and logs; or by 
hammering them into loose soil with their beaks and covering them.  
Their practice of caching acorns makes them an important factor in 
oak tree dispersion, especially uphill.  During breeding season pairs 
will aggressively defend territories from other jays.  The nest is off the 
ground and often well hidden, with 2-7 eggs which hatch in about 2-3 
weeks.  The female incubates the eggs and both feed the nestlings.  
The nestlings fledge in 3-4 weeks.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Almost anything it can catch.  In spring and summer it’s insects, 
spiders, eggs and nestlings, mice, lizards, snakes, frogs, etc.  In the fall and winter, 
nuts (especially acorns), and seeds are on the menu, along with fruits.

What eats it:  Hawks, owls, ravens, crows.  Raccoons or other mammals and 
snakes take nestlings.

Did You Know...   

Western Scrub Jay 
 Range in North America

photo by Ingred Taylar

Jays will steal nuts from other bird’s caches.  When they cache their stolen goods, 
they will often check to make sure they are not being watched.  If they are they will 
come back later and move the nut to another location.  

Populations that live around oaks, like those at Lynch, have stouter, more hooked 
beaks that help birds hammer open acorns.  Those that live in pinion-pine forests 
have thinner, more pointed beaks better suited to getting at pine nuts in cones.

54

Ruddy Duck
Oxyura jamaicensis
winter visitor/year-round resident

Common Goldeneye
Bucephala clangula
winter visitor

photo by Dick Danielsphoto by Dick Daniels

photo by Alan Vernon

56



Rock Pigeon
Columba livia
year-round resident
(introduced from europe)

Nuttall’s Woodpecker
Picoides nuttallii
resident

photo by Alan Wilson

photo by Mike Baird
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Alligator Lizard
Elgaria multicarinata

Habitat:  Brushlands, grasslands, woodlands (oak, pinon-
juniper, pine), and forests.  They have adapted well to human 
environments too.

Habits:  Active during the day, but in hot weather may 
become active at dawn or dusk (crepuscular) or at night 
(nocturnal).  Solitary and tends to hide under rocks and 
bushes.  Moves with a snake-like undulating motion.  Its tail 
can be twice as long as its body and is easily broken off.  
The lizard may even detach its tail as a defensive tactic.  The 
broken piece continues to wriggle for several minutes, 
distracting the predator.  The tail will regrow, but usually not 

as perfectly as the original.  Mating occurs in the spring, and eggs are laid between May 
and July, hatching in about 11 weeks.    

resident year-round

What it eats:  Insects and other arthropods, other lizards (including its own species), 
small mammals and amphibians, bird eggs, young birds.

What eats it:  Snakes, raptors and other birds, racoons, domestic cats, among others.

Did You Know...   

Alligator Lizard 
Range in California

photo by Eugene Zelenko

Alligator lizards probably got their common name from their large bony scales, powerful 
jaws, and large head.  They have an ornery disposition and a painful bite (although not 
poisonous), so if you try to catch one you may pay the price!

This lizard can be active with a body temperature as low as 52 degrees, which gives it 
the ability to be active when many other lizards are not.  

They have slightly prehensile tails that helps the lizard when climbing vegetation.  
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California Kingsnake
Lampropeltis getula californiae

Habitat:  A habitat generalist – forest, woodland, chaparral, 
grasslands, marshes, deserts, farmlands, even suburban areas.

Habits:  Usually active during the day (diurnal) but when 
temperatures are high may be out and about at dusk or even at 
night.  Solitary.  A powerful constrictor, a king snake seizes its prey, 
coils tightly around it, then, once the prey is subdued or killed, 
swallows it whole.  During mating season the males use 
pheromone trails to find the females and will fight other males.  The 
females may lay one or two clutches of eggs, with anywhere from 
3-24 eggs in each clutch.  The eggs hatch in about two months.  
The kingsnake’s skin pattern helps disguise its movement and body 
outline, a defense against predators.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Kingsnakes have a broad palate – small mammals, lizards, other snakes 
(including rattlesnakes), eggs, bird chicks, frogs, salamanders, large invertebrates.

What eats it:  Hawks, eagles, raccoons, skunks, opossums, snakes, among others.

Did You Know...   

California Kingsnake 
Range in California

photo by Pierre Fidenci

Kingsnakes are immune to rattlesnake venom, allowing them to prey on rattlesnakes.

It was traditionally believed that constricting snakes killed prey by suffocating them.  But 
suffocation can take several minutes, giving the prey time to fight back, and prey are 
often killed much faster than that.  Recent research indicates that in some cases snakes 
can squeeze their prey tight enough to close blood vessels and cause a circulation 
collapse, killing the prey much more quickly.

These snakes are not restricted to the ground, they can climb trees and swim quite well.

California Striped Racer
Coluber lateralis  (also classified as Masticophis lateralis, see below)

Habitat:  More open areas in woodlands, brushlands, 
canyons and rocky hillsides.

Habits:  Solitary and active during the day (diurnal).   It has 
acute vision and when it is hunting, it can be seen with its 
head and forward part of its body held up off the ground 
searching for prey.  This is a fast, agile, alert – and 
nonvenomous -- snake that usually flees quickly when 
threatened.  It is also an excellent climber and sometimes 
hunts in trees and shrubs.  Not a constrictor like a king 
snake, it seizes its prey with a quick strike and slowly 
swallows it.  After mating in the spring, the female lays 6-11 
eggs which hatch in 2-3 months.  The young look like 
miniature adults and are on their own once hatched.

resident 
year-round

What it eats:  Lizards, small mammals, small birds (including nestlings), frogs, 
salamanders, small snakes, larger insects.

What eats it:  Raptors and other larger birds, coyote, fox, racoons, among others.  

Did You Know?   

California Striped Racer 
Range in California

photo by Stickpen

A subspecies of this snake, the Alameda striped racer is on the U.S. Endangered Species 
List.  Habitat destruction from urbanization, along with grazing and fire suppression, have 
reduced it to five small and disconnected populations in Alameda and Contra Costa 
counties.

This snake is fast – and feisty.  It is hard to catch but when caught will strike and bite, so 
watch out!  Fortunately it is not poisonous and its bites are harmless.

Its genus name was changed in 2005 from Masticophis to Coluber.  However there is 
some disagreement about the change and it can still be found under both genus names.
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California Slender Salamander

Habitat:  A wide variety of habitats – grasslands, woodlands, 
forests, urban and suburban yards, marshes, even beaches.  Usually 
found in moist microclimates such as under logs, rocks, leaf litter, etc.

Habits:  Active on the ground surface at night during rainy or wet 
times when temperatures are moderate.  Retreats underground during 
dry times or when the temperature drops.   An ambush predator, it 
catches prey with a projectile tongue.  When threatened it may coil 
tightly and remain still, then uncoil quickly and spring away repeatedly, 
bouncing over the ground.  It also releases sticky noxious skin 
secretions and can release its tail to let the tail’s movement distract a 
predator.  The tail later regrows.  Anywhere from 4 -13 eggs are laid in 
moist areas under objects in October or November.  Adults do not 
remain with the eggs or offer any care.  The young are fully formed 
when they hatch, like miniature versions of the adults. 

resident year-round

What it eats:  A variety of small invertebrates – springtails, beetles, snails, mites, 
spiders, isopods, etc.  

What eats it:  Other salamanders, frogs and toads, snakes, mice, some birds. 

Did You Know...   

California Slender 
Salamander Range

Batrachoseps attenuatus

Slender Salamanders are members of a family of salamanders that have no lungs.  They 
breathe through their skin, which is why they must live in damp environments.  

Like mammals, the red blood cells of this genus of salamanders lack a cell nucleus. This 
is unlike every other species of non-mammal vertebrates whose blood cells do have 
nuclei (with one other exception - a fish called pearlsides [Maurolicus genus]).

photo by Jason Chenoweth

Garter Snake
Thamnophis sp   (seven species in California)

Habitat:  A wide variety of habitats – forests, grasslands, chaparral, 
marshes, etc – often near water. 

resident year-round

What it eats:   Almost anything it can get its mouth around – fish, insects, worms, 
slugs, frogs, lizards, small birds and mammals, even eggs.  

What eats it:  Other snakes (e.g. king snakes), hawks, owls, eagles, kestrels, crows, 
raccoons, skunks, badgers, domestic cats, to name a few.  Humans are a significant 
cause of mortality too.

Did You Know...   

photo by Dave Reider
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Habits:  Mostly active during the day.  Fast and agile, they find prey 
by sight, sensing ground vibrations, and the Jacobson’s organ located 
in the roof of their mouth (that’s the receptor which they use to “taste” 
the air).  Prey is seized and gradually swallowed alive as the snake 
“walks” its jaws along the prey’s body.  They do not constrict their 
prey.  Garter snakes breed after emerging from hibernation.  The 
female releases a pheromone that can attract males in droves, 
sometimes forming a ball of snakes with the female at the center.  The 
young are born alive in late summer and are independent at birth.  
When threatened or disturbed, the snake will usually seek escape but 
may also release a foul-smelling secretion or strike repeatedly.   

Garter snakes were long thought to be non-poisonous.  Recent discoveries have revealed 
that they actually have venom-like compounds in their saliva.  However, small teeth and
 the lack of fangs make the garter snake harmless to humans.  What role these 
compounds play in subduing prey is not yet clear.  

One garter snake species is found in Alaska, making it one of the most northernmost
species of snakes in the world.  

Garter Snake Range
in California 
(all species)



Pacific Gopher Snake
Pituophis catenifer

Habitat:  Found in a wide variety of habitats – open 
grasslands, brushlands, hardwood and coniferous forests, 
farmland, marshes, riparian zones.  

Habits:  Usually active during the day, but can also be at 
night in hot weather.  A good burrower, climber, and 
swimmer.  Will often follow prey into their burrows.  Kills 
prey by constriction.  During mating season, males are very 
territorial which can lead to combat “dances” between 
males.  Females lay 2 to 24 eggs.  The young snakes hatch 
fully developed and can eat small mice.  Adult snakes can 
grow up to 7 feet long, but more commonly are between 2.5 
and 5 feet.  They hibernate during the winter.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Small mammals - especially pocket gophers – birds, eggs, 
lizards, other snakes, and insects.  Their diet of small mammals makes them a 
valued friend to farmers and gardeners.

What eats it:  Eagles and Red tailed hawks, foxes, coyotes.  Humans are 
also a source of mortality

Did You Know...   
When threatened, a gopher snake may hiss loudly (from which it gets it’s Genus 
name Pituophis, meaning “phlegm serpent”), inflate its body, flatten its head into a 
more triangular shape, and vibrate its tail against the ground or vegetation, 
making a buzzing sound.  As a result it is often mistaken for a rattlesnake, which 
is usually to the detriment of the gopher snake when people are involved.

(aka Bull snake)

other
kinds of
gopher 
snakes

Pacific Gopher Snake
Range in California

photo by Dave Reider

Sierra Tree Frog
Pseudacris sierra

Habitat:  Surprisingly, this frog is found in a wide variety of habitats 
during the non-breeding season, from forests to grasslands.  

Habits:  Active both day and night, becoming more nocturnal during 
dry periods.  Despite its name, it lives mostly on the ground but has large 
toe pads that enable it to climb easily, hunting prey by ambush.  Avoids 
temperature extremes by hibernating in moist shelters (dense vegetation, 
crevices, burrows).   In the spring male frogs find pools, ponds, or slow 
streams, establish territories they defend, and use a croaking mating call 
to attract females.  Females lay groups of eggs in the water, attaching 
them in a jelly-like mass to sticks, stems, and grass.  Eggs hatch into 
tadpoles which feed on algae, protozoa, and other small organic 
material.  Eggs hatch into tadpoles which change into frogs in about 2 
months, gradually losing their gills and tails and developing lungs and 
legs, then disperse into adult habitat.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults:  Insects and other invertebrates.  Tadpoles: algae, protozoa, and 
other small organic material.

What eats it:  Adults are taken by skunks, raccoons, hawks, owls, snakes, and others.  
Insects, fish, snakes, birds, mammals, and other amphibians take the tadpoles and eggs.  

Did You Know...   

(aka Pacific or Sierra chorus frog)

Ever hear the sounds of croaking frogs in a Hollywood movie?  More than likely it’s
the mating call of these frogs.

These frogs have a large sticky tongue they use to catch insects and draw them into their
mouth.  They will take prey almost as large as themselves.

They have the ability to change color (green, brown) to better match their surroundings.

photo by Dave Reider
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California Red-Legged Frog
Rana aurora draytonii

Habitat: Ponds, marshes, slow moving streams and upland areas 
associated with them.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults:  primarily insects and other invertebrates, also small fish, other 
amphibians, and mice.  Tadpoles:  algae, diatoms, and detritus.

What eats it:  A wide range of predators, including raccoons, skunks, opossums, 
herons, egrets, bitterns, hawks, some snakes, bullfrogs, fish, crayfish.  Newts take eggs.

Did You Know...   

California
Red-legged  Frog 
Range

The frog was added to the federal endangered species list in 1996 due to habitat loss from 
development and the introduction of exotic predators (primarily the bullfrog).  It’s now 
missing from some coastal areas and found only in a few places in the Sierra Nevada 
mountains – a 70 percent reduction of its range. Note:  Historic Range

photo by Pierre Fidenci

Western Fence Lizard
Sceloporus occidentalis

Habitat:  A wide variety of habitats –  grasslands, shrublands, drier 
forests – usually with a vertical component (rock, log, tree, etc.)

Habits:  Active during the day.  Because they are ectothermic (cold-
blooded) they are often seen sunning themselves on prominent points 
– rocks, fences, trees – on the lookout for prey and predators.  They 
will also hibernate or become inactive in the cooler winter months.  
One common name, swift, comes from the fast reflexes they have 
developed to escape predators.  Another, blue-belly, comes from the 
bright blue color on their bellies, especially males.  They make their 
home in wood piles, old trees, under rocks and will defend that area 
from other lizards.  During mating season the males will “head-bob” to 

attract females and do a display that looks like it’s doing push-ups!  Anywhere from 3-17 
eggs are laid and buried in loose moist soil and hatch in about two months.  Several 
clutches may be laid.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Small invertebrates – insects, spiders, ticks – and smaller lizards.

What eats it:  Raccoons, foxes, and other mammalian predators; hawks, other birds , 
and snakes.

Did You Know...   

(aka swift or blue belly)

Western Fence Lizard 
Range in California

If a predator grabs a fence lizard by the tail, the tail easily breaks off and continues to 
twitch, distracting the predator and giving the lizard a chance to escape.  Its tail 
eventually regrows.
A protein in this lizard’s blood kills the bacterium that causes Lyme disease.  So if a tick 
bites a fence lizard, the lizard’s blood kills the Lyme disease bacteria in the tick.  Not
only do fence lizards eat ticks, but they can disinfect them too!

photo by Cary Bass
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Habits:  Adults are mostly nocturnal, while larvae (tadpoles) are active 
day and night.  Populations and habitats occupied vary considerably.  In wet 
times frogs range further away from water and populations rise.  During dry 
times the adults stay in or closer to water and populations fall.  During 
breeding season (Nov-April) males call to females from pond margins.  
Thousands of eggs are laid in a jellylike mass and attached to emergent 
vegetation in deeper pools or stretches of slow moving streams (critical 
habitat for the frog).  In about 3 weeks the eggs hatch into tadpoles.  In 
another 11 to 20 weeks the tadpoles metamorphose into juvenile frogs.  
Ephemeral water bodies are suitable for breeding as long as they hold 
water long enough for the tadpoles to metamorphose.

Up to 5 inches long, this frog is the largest native frog in the Western U.S.  It may have also 
inspired Mark Twain’s famous story “the Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County”.



Fish

Habitat:  Prefers vegetated aquatic habitats in fresh or 
brackish standing or slow-moving water.

Habits:  These fish live in the top part of the water column.  
They often forage in densely vegetated areas of their habitat, 
which provides some protection from predators.  They are  
little fish, rarely larger than 3 inches, with a big appetite – they 
can eat their weight or more in prey each day.   Males are 
about half the size of females.  After mating, the females can 
store sperm for several months and may have 2-4 broods per 
season of 60-100 young.  The young are born live, unlike 
many fish.  These fish can be very aggressive, even toward 
larger fish, attacking, shredding fins and sometimes killing.

introduced, resident year-round

What it eats:  Mosquito larvae are a big part of its diet, but it will also take 
other small insects, eggs and fry of other fish, zooplankton, and amphibian 
eggs and young. 

What eats it:  Larger fish, herons, egrets, and other marsh birds.  Small 
young fish may be taken by larger aquatic insects.

Did You Know...   
Mosquito fish are very hardy and can survive in water with high salinity, low 
oxygen saturation levels and even higher temperatures.  

Gambusia affinis
Mosquitofish (aka gambusia)

Mosquitofish Range
in the United States

native
range

introduced
range

These fish have been introduced in many areas of the world to help control 
mosquito populations, with mixed results.  Sochi, Russia raised a monument 
to the fish in recognition of its part in helping control malaria spread by 
mosquitos.  Recent research though, indicates the fish can impact native fish 
and amphibian species in habitats where it is introduced.

photo by Nozo

69

71



Habitat:  Shallower fresh water habitats with quiet, clear water 
and abundant vegetation.

Habits:  Active at night and early morning.  Later in the day, 
bass become more sedentary, usually spending the afternoon 
hanging around structure (logs, rocks, submerged brush, etc.).  
These fish, which can reach 2-3 feet in size, have voracious 
appetites and are usually the top-of-the-food-chain predator in 
their habitat.  During the spring breeding season the male 
constructs a nest in shallow water.  The female leaves after 
depositing eggs in the nest.  The male remains to guard the 
nest.  In about 3-4 days the young hatch and form a tight school 
in the area of the nest.  The male continues to guard the young 
for about a month, when the young fish start to leave and the 
school breaks up.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  The young fish feed on zooplankton and insects.  
Adults feed primarily on smaller fish, but may also take frogs, 
snakes, small birds, and small mammals.

What eats it:  Some larger aquatic insects, amphibians, and birds eat 
young fish and fry.  Humans are the primary predators for adult fish.

Did You Know...   
Largemouth bass were first introduced in California in 1891 and are now 
found throughout the state.

These fish are strong fighters which makes them a prized game fish.
Large Mouth Bass

Range in the United States

Micropterus salmoides
Largemouth Bass(aka black bass)

photo by Trisha Shears

native 
range

introduced
range
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Insects and Arthropods
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Pieris rapae
Habitat:  Prefers open spaces – fields, gardens, meadows, 
roadsides, etc. – but can also be found in forested areas.

Habits:  Adults are active during the day.  Males will stake out a 
territory and patrol for females.  Females produce 300-400 eggs laid 
singly on the underside of host plant leaves.  The eggs hatch in 3-7 
days and feed on the host leaves.  In 2-3 weeks they transform into a 
pupa in a chrysalis.  Adults live about three weeks.  Numbers peak in 
the spring when host plants are abundant, then populations contract 
down to areas with host plants that remain green all summer 
(including crop fields).  In addition, each summer generational waves 
recolonize habitats in which it is unable to persist year-round (e.g. 
forests and meadows at higher elevations).  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults sip nectar from a wide variety of flowers, 
among them mustards, wild radish, dandelion, black-eyed susans, red 
clover, asters, and mints.  Larvae feed on plants of the Brassicaceae 

family:   wild mustard, wild radish, shepard’s purse, garden Nasturtium, and 
others; and crop plants such as broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, horseradish 
and others.

What eats it:  Birds, spiders, other insects.

Did You Know...   

Cabbage White Butterfly

Accidentally introduced near Montreal in the 1860s, this butterfly eventually 
spread across the entire U.S.  

Cabbage White
Butterfly Range

in North America

photo by Dave Reider

photo by Sam Fraser-Smith

caterpillar form

Research indicates that the cabbage white butterfly is actually four times 
more efficient at pollinating wild radish than honey bees because honey 
bees may groom pollen from their bodies and forage for pollen and nectar.

NOTE:  
Females have 
two spots on 
each forewing, 
while males 
have one. 

female
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Junonia coenia

Habitat:  Open, sunny areas with shorter vegetation and 
wildflowers.

Habits:  Adults prefer plants with composite flowers (lots of 
small flowers packed into a head, looking like one flower - 
sunflowers for example), and are often found resting on them.  
Males perch on low plants or bare ground, looking for females 
and may even chase other flying insects.  Females lay single 
eggs on leaf buds or leaves.  Caterpillars eat constantly, then 
will pupate for about 2 weeks.  Two or three broods are usually 
raised through the spring and summer.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults sip nectar from chickory, knapweed, 
peppermint, aster, tickseed.  Plants in the Figwort/snapdragon 
family (Scrophulariacaea) are favored hosts for the caterpillers, 
which also dine on members of the plantain family.

What eats it:  Birds, other insects

Did You Know...   
The bold pattern of eyespots and white bars on its wings may be a 
defensive adaptation designed to startle or distract predators, especially 
young birds

Common Buckeye Butterfly

caterpillar form

Buckeyes migrate north each year, colonizing the northern part of the U.S.

photo by Dave Reider
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Bombus californicus

Habitat:  Areas that provide nectar and pollen sources, and sites 
for colonies (e.g. abandoned burrows, tall dense grass, etc.)

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults and larvae eat nectar and pollen.  

What eats it:  Spiders (e.g. crab spiders), other insects (ants, robber flies, 
parasitic wasps, preying mantis, etc.) and birds.  Mice, skunks, foxes, badgers, and 
even bears will attack nests for the honey, wax, and grubs.  

Did You Know...   

California Bumblebee

The buzzing sound does not come from their wings, but from the 
muscles that power the wings.  The muscles vibrate about 200 times a second!  
This produces heat, which can raise the bee’s internal temperature to 86 degrees.

bumblebee’s 

California Bumblebee
reported occurances

A bumblebee’s metabolic rate is 75% higher than a hummingbird’s.

Unlike a honeybee, a bumblebee’s stinger is not barbed, so it can sting repeatedly 
without killing itself.

photo by Dave Reider
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Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal), and social, living in 
colonies of from tens to hundreds of bees.  A fertilized female, called 
a queen, starts a new colony in the spring.  After finding a colony site, 
the queen collects pollen and nectar, creates a small nest, and starts 
laying fertilized eggs.  These develop into female bees that become 
workers, who take over foraging and maintenance while the queen 
continues to lay eggs.  In the late summer, as the queen approaches 
the end of her lifecycle, she lays unfertilized eggs which develop into 
males.  New queens are also produced, but the colony stops 
producing workers, so it eventually disintegrates.  The new queens 
mate with the males, then seek a place to hibernate overwinter.  

Common Buckeye
Butterfly Range

in North America

http://


Calosoma spp (many species)

Habitat:  A wide variety of habitats – fields, meadows, deserts, 
wooded areas, suburban gardens and lawns among them.

Habits:  Adults are solitary and usually diurnal (active during the 
day) but may hunt at night.  About an inch long, they are agile, 
fast-moving predators, constantly on the move looking for prey 
which they seize in their powerful mandibles (jaws) and eat.  
Ground beetles have a “complete metamorphosis” life cycle – 
going through egg, larvae, pupae, and adult stages.  The larvae 
are worm-like, segmented, with small legs and, like the adults, 
large mandibles.  Their mobility is limited and they live mostly 
underground, but are also voracious predators.  The larvae may 
feed and grow for 1-2 years.  Most adults also live from 1-2 years.

resident 
year-round

What it eats:  A wide variety of insects and other arthropods or 
even worms, but caterpillars and cutworms (moth larvae) are a 
favored prey.

What eats it:  Birds, other insects, smaller mammals. 

Did You Know...   

Common Calosoma Ground Beetle

When threatened, the ground beetle emits a chemical that smells like burnt electrical 
insulation or rubber.  This chemical is an irritant that can distract small mammalian predators.

(aka caterpillar hunter)

This beetle has wings and can fly, but rarely does, spending almost all of its life on 
the ground.

The ground beetle family, Carabidae, is one of the largest groups of beetles with about 2,000 
species in the U.S., and 40,000 species world-wide.

photo by Dave Reider

Lucilia sericata
Habitat:  Almost anywhere its two basic habitat needs are 
met – food availability and relatively warm temperatures. 

Habits:  The adult fly’s keen sense of smell allows it to find 
food sources quickly, sometimes within minutes of an animal’s 
death.  The female will lay 40-1,000 eggs on the food source, 
which hatch in 12 hours to 3 days.  The larvae feed on the 
dead tissue for 3-10 days, passing through three stages called 
instars.  The larvae then drop off the food, burrow into the soil, 
and transform into pupae.  An adult fly emerges from the 
pupae in 1-2 weeks, climbs to the soil surface and the life 
cycle starts all over again.  If temperatures are colder the 
pupae will not immediately transform into an adult.  Instead it 
will remain in the soil until temperatures warm up in the spring.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Dead and necrotic animal tissue, feces.

What eats it:  Birds, other insects, spiders and other arthropods

Did You Know...   

Green Bottle Fly 

This fly is an important forensic tool.  Because it’s one of the first insects to colonize 
a corpse and its life cycle is so well documented, it can help determine a victim’s 
time of death and offer information about possible post-mortem body tampering.

Green Bottle 
Fly Range

The Green 
Bottle Fly is 
found world 

wide.

photo by Dave Reider

(aka blowfly)

Because the fly’s larvae feed only on dead tissue, it has been used to clean wounds 
of dead and diseased tissue where surgery and antibiotics are not practical.  In 
addition, the larval secretions have antimicrobial enzymes that help fight bacteria.

The name “bottle fly” comes from their iridescent green or blue color, resembling 
colored glass bottles.  “Blowfly” comes from the old english term “fly blown”, 
meaning meat with fly eggs on it, which appeared in many of Shakespeare’s works.  

77

79



Enallagma civile
Habitat:  A  variety of aquatic environments – ponds, rivers, 
springs, vernal pools, etc. – but most common where there is 
abundant vegetation and still, shallow fresh water.  

Habits:  Adults are active during the day (diurnal).  Like 
dragonflies, damselflies catch their prey on the wing, 
sometimes taking it to a nearby perch to dine.  They often fly 
low or even hover low over the water.  The adults live from a 
few weeks to a few months.  After mating, the female lays eggs 
on vegetation underwater.  The eggs hatch into nymphs which 
look very different from the adults and have gills to live 
underwater, but have the same voracious appetites of the 

adults.  Nymphs may live for several years and go through a number of molts 
before they climb out of the water and up vegetation, shedding their skin and 

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults eat a variety of flying insects – gnats, mosquitos, flies, 
moths, etc.   Nymphs will take anything they can tackle without being eaten 
themselves – insects, tadpoles, aquatic arthropods, even small fish.

What eats it:  Birds, other insects (including dragonflies), fish, frogs. 

Did You Know...   

Familiar Bluet Damselfly

The female bluet damselfly is less colorful.  Instead of the bright blue color on the 
males, the females are more slate-grey/blue.

male

How to tell damselflies from dragonflies:  Damselflies fold their wings over their 
backs, while dragonflies hold theirs spread out perpendicular to their body.  Also, 
the eyes of damselflies are separate, while those of dragonflies are combined at 
the top of the head.  

The Familiar Bluet 
Damselfly is found 
across the country 

and almost 
everywhere in 

California

Familiar Bluet Damselfly
Range

photo by Dave Reider

Apis mellifera
Habitat:  Areas with flowering plants such as meadows, open 
woodlands, gardens; and available cavities for housing the hive.

Habits:  Honeybees forage during the day, but may be active in their 
hives anytime.  As they forage, they pollinate plants – a vast number of 
plants, including many important to agriculture.  They are social insects 
and live in large colonies that have three casts of bees:  (1) worker bees, 
sterile female bees that do all the work in the colony, (2) queen bees, 
fertile females who live to lay eggs; and (3) drone bees, males whose sole 
mission is to fertilize the queen.  The colony will have only one queen.  
New colonies are often created by “swarming”.  Workers feed developing 
larvae a special food (called “royal jelly”) which produces larvae that 
develop into queens, not workers.  Shortly before the new queens hatch, 
the old queen leaves the colony, taking with her up to half the workers in 
one big buzzing ball.  If there are enough workers left, one or two of the 

new queens leave the colony with workers too, seeking a new home.  The rest of the queens 
fight to the death until only one is left, the new queen of the old colony.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults eat nectar, pollen, and honey made by worker bees. Larvae 
are fed food material called “jelly” secreted from glands in the heads of worker bees.

What eats it:  Spiders, other insects, birds, frogs and toads, and mammals such as 
bear, skunks, raccoons, and mice and rats, among others.  

Did You Know... 

Honeybee

Honeybees use chemicals to communicate.  Each hive has a unique chemical signature, 
which is how hivemates recognize each other.  They also can tell other bees where good 
food sources are by “dancing”.  A “round dance” indicates food is within about 300 meters of 
the hive.  A more complicated “waggle dance” tells the direction and distance of food further 
away.  This kind of symbolic communication is rare among invertebrates.   

 Honeybee
Range

photo by Andreas Trepte

Apis mellifera is 
found on every 

continent 
except 

Antartica

There is at least 
one active honey 

bee hive at Lynch 
Canyon!
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Stenopelmatus fuscus
Habitat:  Underground in sandy soil or in cracks in adobe soil.  

Habits:  Jerusalem crickets live mostly underground where 
they burrow during the day, using their large head and massive 
mandibles as a hoe to move dirt back and underneath them.  
Early in the morning, at dusk, or at night they may emerge and 
roam around.  They hide and become inactive in the winter.  The 
male will beat its large abdomen on the ground producing a 
drumming sound to attract females.  The female may end up 
eating the male after mating.  The female makes a nesting 
chamber at the end of her burrow where she lays her eggs.  The 
hatchlings look like miniature adults and may take two years to 
fully develop.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  Roots, tubers, vegetables, fruit, dead organic material, other insects.

What eats it:  Birds, insects, bats and many other mammals, parasitic worms.

Did You Know...   

Jerusalem Cricket

Jerusalem Cricket’s
Range in North America

This fearsome looking insect is not from Jerusalem, nor is it a cricket.  In California it is 
also known as the potato bug.  The Spanish called it “Earth Child”.  Native American 
names included “Skull Insect” or “Old Bald-Headed Man”.

It can reach two inches in length. 

Some Native Americans believed it to be poisonous, which it is NOT.  However, if pestered
and provoked, its powerful mandibles can deliver a painful pinch.  That pinch gave rise to
one theory on how it got its name.  “Jerusalem” was a common explicative in the 19th
century, something people might say when unexpectedly nipped by this insect.  Perhaps
the name stuck.  

photo by Dave Reider
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Melanoplus sanguinipes
Habitat:  A wide variety of habitats but most common in 
grasslands and meadows. 

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal).  Migratory behavior 
varies considerably, with the greatest movement occurring in 
populations living in harsher environments.  Individuals will bask in 
the morning sun several hours before becoming active.  Juveniles, 
called nymphs and looking like miniature adults, emerge from 
underground egg cases in the spring.  They mature into adults in 
about one to two months through a series of molts.  Females mate 
and, using adaptation called an ovipositor, lay about 20 eggs in a 
frothy case a little less than an inch underground.  The species 
overwinters in the egg stage.  

resident year-round

What it eats:  A wide variety of grasses and forbs.  Prefers 
dandelion, wild mustard, ragweed, barley, wheat, Kentucky 
bluegrass, among others.

What eats it:  Over 200 species of birds feed on grasshoppers, from hawks to 
sparrows.  Mammals, from shrews and mice to foxes and coyotes also eat them, 
along with a broad range of invertebrates – spiders, beetles, ants, wasps, etc.

Did You Know...   

Migratory Grasshopper

Usually present in smaller numbers, but under favorable conditions grasshopper 
populations can skyrocket quickly.  Numbers can go from three adults in a square 
yard of habitat to 30 per square yard from one year to the next.  

Migratory Grasshopper
Range

photo by Dave Reider

When migrating, they can cover considerable distance.  Individuals have been 
documented flying 30 miles a day and probably fly further.  When migrating 
enmass, the shimmer of light off their wings can be seen at a great distance.
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Coccinellidae insect family (5,000 species)

Habitat:  Wide range of plants where prey are located.

Habits:  Lady beetles have a 4 stage life cycle.  The 
larvae (which look like miniature alligators) molt 4 times as 
they develop.  The adults emerge from the pupal stage in 
about a week.  They seek protected sites for the winter – 
under leaves, behind bark, or even in walls of homes.  
One species in California migrates up into the mountains 
to spend the winter, often in large groups.  Almost all lady 
beetles are voracious predators of other insects (a few 
attack plants).  Each species has a strong prey preference but will eat other 
small arthropods too.  One aphid-eating lady beetle may consume 5,000 aphids.

resident year-round

What it eats:  A wide variety of insects, depending on the species of lady 
beetle.  Aphids and scale insects are common prey.

What eats it:  Some parasitic wasps and flies attack ladybug adults and 
larvae.  Larger predators are discouraged by a foul smelling (and in some 
species, toxic) liquid adults exude when threatened. 

Did You Know...   

Lady Beetle (aka ladybug, ladybird beetle)

Lady Beetle Range

larvae form

larvae

lady beetle
life cycle eggs

pupae

adult

seven spotted lady beetle

The lady beetles you buy for your garden are probably the convergent lady 
beetle (Hippodamia convergens).  They overwinter in large aggregations in 
California’s mountains where dealers collect them for sale in the spring.

These beetles became known as lady beetles during the Middle Ages, referring 
to the Virgin Mary who was often depicted in a red cloak.  Some cultures 
consider the lady beetle lucky; or consider the sight of a lady beetle a call to 
make wish or a sign a wish will be granted.

photos by Dave Reider
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Erynnis tristis

Habitat:  Oak woodlands, chaparral, and suburban and 
urban environments.

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal).  Adults flit among 
flowers, favoring taller flowers.  Males will post themselves on 
hilltops, waiting for females, and will try to drive off other 
males.  Females lay eggs on a variety of oaks, usually on 
leaves.  

  There may be three or four 
broods over the summer, the last brood of larvae will 
hibernate over the winter.  

The caterpillars feed and will rest in shelters of  
leaves rolled or tied with silk.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adults sip nectar from a variety of flowers, 
including milkweed, mustard, california buckeye, blue 
verbena, and dogbanes.  Larvae eat oak leaves.  

What eats it:  Birds, other insects, spiders, small mammals.

Did You Know...   

Mournful Duskywing Butterfly

Occasionally, when males are chasing other males away, they engage in  
more elaborate spinning, descending flights in which one male appears to 
try to force his opponent to the ground. 

Mournful Duskywing
 Range

There are 17 species of duskywings in North America, and more in the Old 
World.

photo by Dave Reider
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Vanessa cardui
Habitat:  Found in a wide variety of habitats but prefers open, sunny  
areas and hilly country.

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal).  Adults are nectar feeders, while 
larvae feed voraciously on leaves.  Its entire life cycle – egg to caterpillar 
to chrysalis to adult – takes about 3-4 weeks.  The adults live about 2 
weeks.  The adult males perch on a shrub in a higher area like a hilltop 
and stake out a territory, driving away all other males and waiting for a 
female to come along.  Larvae spin a loose nest of silk on plant leaves.  
Each spring, from its core habitat in the deserts of northern Mexico and 
southwestern U.S., the painted lady moves north and east in generational 
waves across the U.S. and Canada (except the arctic regions).  They do 
not stop flying until they have exhausted the fat reserves built up in the 
caterpillar stage.  Then they stop to feed and breed.  In late summer or 
early fall they reverse direction, heading south at a more leisurely pace.

summer visitor/breeder

What it eats:   The larvae prefer plants from the Mallow, Forget-Me-Not, and 
the Aster (daisys, sunflowers, asters) families, but will also dine on plants from the 
Legume and Plantain families.  Adults prefer to sip nectar from plants 3-6 feet 
high with composite flowers, but will visit a variety of other flowers.  

What eats it:  Birds, small mammals, mantids, wasps, spiders, ants...in short 
almost anything that eats butterflies. 

Did You Know...   

Painted Lady Butterfly (aka thistle butterfly) 

When the core habitat conditions are very good, painted ladies can move north in 
explosive numbers.  In Sacramento in 2005, by one estimate, they were passing 
through one’s field of vision at the rate of about 3 per second at the height of the 
migration.  Larvae may defoliate plant hosts and move en masse to the next.  

caterpillar form
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The Painted Lady 
Butterfly is found on all 

continents except 
Australia and Antarctica
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Stagmomantis californica 
Habitat:  Areas where vegetation has sufficient height and structure 
for concealment and hunting.

Habits:  Active during the day (diurnal), although males will fly at 
night seeking mates.  It’s named for its two large, spine-studded front 
legs, which are held in a folded prayer-like position while it lies in wait to 
ambush prey.  It relies on excellent vision from its two large compound 
eyes and a head that can turn more than 180 degrees to spot its prey.  
Once the prey is close, the mantis unleashes its formidable front legs, 
seizes it in a strike faster than the eye can see, holds it, and devours it.  
They are successful about 80% of the time.  In late summer the female 
secretes a pheromone to attract males.  Mating is a risky business for 
the male, because the larger female has been known to eat the male 
after, or even during mating.  The female lays groups of 12-400 eggs in 

a frothy liquid that turns into a hard shell, protecting the eggs over the winter.  Nymphs 
hatch from the eggs in the spring, looking like miniature adults.  Over the summer they 
molt 6-7 times, gradually maturing.  They can be green or brown in color.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Primarily insects and other invertebrates, but they have also been 
known to take small birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.  

What eats it:  Other insects, spiders, birds, bats, snakes, and some mammals.

Did You Know...   

California Praying Mantis

There are 20,000 mantis species worldwide, with only 20 native to North America.  Both the Chinese and 
European mantis were introduced into the U.S. in the late 1800’s and are now commonly found here.  

Praying Mantis Range
(all species)

photo by Linda Sonner

photo by Hans Hillenwaert

Praying Mantis
egg case

When threatened a mantis will stand tall, hold its spine-studded forelegs out, spread its wings out wide, and 
hold its mandibles open.  If looking larger does not work, it may actually strike and try to bite. 

Painted Lady Range



Vespula pensylvanica
Habitat:  A variety of habitats, but not usually found in urban or 
suburban areas.

Habits:  Western Yellowjackets are one of many social wasp 
species.  Solitary queens overwinter in protected areas – in bark 
cracks, woodpiles, etc.  They become active in the spring and seek a 
nest site, usually an abandoned rodent burrow.  They build a small 
paper nest, lay eggs, and tend the larvae, which pupate and emerge 
as workers (smaller infertile females).  The workers take over the care 
of the larvae and nest, while the queen focuses on egg production.   
The adults take prey and scavenge to feed the larvae, who in turn 
produce a sugary substance the adults eat.  In late summer new 
males and queens are produced.  They mate and the queens seek a 
place to overwinter.  Winter kills the colony, although in some milder 
areas in California, colonies may last several years.  When disturbed, 
yellowjackets will aggressively defend their nest. 

resident year-round

What it eats:  Adult wasps feed primarily on items rich in sugars 
and carbohydrates (e.g. fruits, flower nectar, tree sap).  The larvae 
eat proteins (insects, meats, fish, etc).  

What eats it:  Birds, spiders, other insects.

Did You Know...   

Western Yellowjacket Wasp

Combs

Entrance

Nest entry

Envelope

Nest
Support

Yellowjacket
nest crossection

photo by Eugene Zelenko

Wasps can sting repeatedly without dying because, unlike honeybees, their stingers do 
not have the barbs that hold it in the flesh.  

Colonies can grow rapidly during the summer, reaching as many as 15,000 individuals 
by the fall.   
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Battus philenor
Habitat:  A wide variety of open habitats – grasslands, open 
woodlands, and woodland edges, shrublands, deserts.  In northern 
California it is most often associated with riparian habitats.

Habits:  .  Males patrol their habitat 
looking for a receptive female with which to mate.  Females lay eggs on 
the larval host plant. The caterpillars initially feed in groups on young 
tender shoots, then scatter and feed on mature leaves.  It overwinters as 
a chrysalis, emerging as a butterfly in the spring to start the cycle again.  
Caterpillars are strikingly marked, with orange-red spines or spikes and 
a red to black body.  This serves as a warning to predators, as 

caterpillars (as well as the adults) are toxic and inedible.

Active during the day (diurnal)

resident year-round

What it eats:  Caterpillars eat only pipevines (in northern 
California, Aristolochia californica, Dutchman’s pipe or California 
pipevine).  Adults are eager visitors to many wildflowers, including 
wild radish, California buckeye, blue dicks, Ithuriel’s spear, yellow 
star thistle, and a variety of backyard flowers.  

What eats it:  Not much, due to inherent toxicity.

Did You Know...   
This butterfly gets its toxic protection from aristolochic acids, produced by the 
pipevine plant.  These acids are carcinogenic and can cause kidney failure in 
humans.  Older caterpillars feed on mature pipevine leaves.  But the leaves react to 
damage by becoming more toxic, so the caterpillars feed on a single leaf for only a 
short time and move on, limiting the damage to the plant.

Pipevine Swallowtail Butterfly
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Pipevine Swallowtail
Butterfly Range

Western Yellowjacket
Range in the United States



Libellula luctuosa
Habitat:  Adults are found in the vicinity of ponds, lakes, and streams.  
Nymphs live in the water.

Habits:  Adults are active during the day.  With excellent eyesight, they 
are efficient predators, catching prey on the wing.  They can fly forward, 
backward, and hover; and can hit over 30 mph.  Male dragonflies will 
defend territories.  Eggs are laid on the water’s surface or inserted into 
vegetation.  They hatch into nymphs, a larval form, that lives in the water 
and breathes through gills.  The nymph is also an effective predator, 
snatching prey with a lower jaw that rapidly extends out.  Nymphs live 1-4 
years in the water.  When ready, they climb up vegetation and out of the 
water, where the adults emerge from the nymph stage.  Adults may live 
several months.

resident year-round

What it eats:    Nymphs 
eat mosquito larvae, other invertebrates, and even tadpoles and small fish.

Adults take anything smaller than itself that flies.

What eats it:  Birds, lizards, frogs, fish, spiders, water bugs, other 
insects.

Did You Know...   

Widow Skimmer Dragonfly

Widow Skimmer 
Dragonfly - reported
occurrences in CA

dragonfly nymph

photo by Mongo

In Japan, dragonflies are symbols of courage, strength, and 
happiness; and often appear in art and literature.  Japanese children 
would catch dragonflies using a hair with a pebble tied to each end, 
throwing them in the air.  The dragonfly would mistake the pebble for 
prey, become tangled in the hair, and get dragged to the ground.

Dragonflies have been around for 300 million years.  Some ancient 
dragonflies had 2 ½ foot wingspans!  The largest today are Costa 
Rican dragonflies with 7 inch wingspans.

Other dragonflies you might see

Sympetrum madidum
Red-veined Meadowhawk

Erythemis collocata
Western Pondhawk

photos by David Reider
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Misumena vatia
Habitat:  Areas with wild or cultivated flowers – grasslands, 
meadows, fields, gardens, etc.

Habits:  This spider specializes in ambush.  Instead of 
spinning a web, it lies in wait on flowers or on the ground, 
grabbing prey when it comes in reach. It injects the prey with 
venom, then holds the prey firmly while it sucks the prey’s 
bodily fluids.  It often successfully attacks prey larger than 
itself.  If threatened, the spider will jump off the flower, leaving 
a silk dragline behind to find its way back.  The much smaller 
male will move from flower to flower searching for a female.  
The eggs are laid in an egg sac formed by a folded- over leaf 
wrapped in silk.  The female stops eating and guards the eggs, 
which hatch in about three weeks, after which the female dies.  
The young usually overwinter on the ground.

resident year-round

What it eats:  Flies, bees, butterflies, moths, 
grasshoppers and other insects.

What eats it:  Birds, lizards, small mammals, other 
spiders, and other insects (wasps, ants, etc.).

Did You Know...   

Yellow Crab Spider 

It gets its “crab spider” name from its ability to walk sideways and 
backwards as well as it moves forward.

Yellow Crab Spider
 Range

photo by Dave Reider

(aka goldenrod spider, flower spider)

The yellow crab spider is a camouflage expert – it can change its color to 
either yellow or white to match the color of its hiding place, usually a 
flower.  It is believed this color change is induced by visual feedback, 
since spiders that were blinded with paint lost the ability to change colors.    

The yellow crab spider
is found throughout
North America and

Europe
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