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Sycamore Canyon: Where 
the Butterflies Flutter By 

By JOHN McKINNEY 

Every fall, millions of monarch 
butterflies migrate 11outh to the 
forests of Mexico's Tran:::volcanic 
Range and to the damp coastal 
woodlands of Central and Southern 
California. The monarchs' awe-in
spiring migration and formation of 
what entomologists call overwin
tering colonies are two of nature's. 
most colorful autumn events. · 

"All monarch butterflies west of 
the Rockies head for California in 
the fall," explains Chris Nagano, an 
entomologist with the Natural His
tory Mm1eum of Loii Angeles Coun
ty. "One of the best places in 
Southern California to observe the 
-arriving monarchs is near the
:campground in Big Syramore Can
:yon at Point Mugu State Park."

The monarch's evolutionary 
ruccess lies not only in its unique 
ability to migrate to warmer 
climes, but in its mastery of chemi
cal warfare. The butterfly feeds on 
milkweed-the favored poison of 
assassins during the Roman Em
pire. This milkweed diet makes the 
monarch toxic to birds; after 
munching a monarch or two and 
becoming sick, they learn to leave 
the butterflies alone. 
· Sycamore Canyon Trail takes
you through a peaceful woodcri 

Big Sycamore 
Canyon Trail 

Big Syromore Canyon to 
Deer Camp Junction.- 6 miles 
round trip, 200-foot gain in 
e/"vation. 

canyon. where a multitude of mon
archs dwell, and past some magnif -
iccnt sycamores. The sycamores 
that shade the canyon bearing their 
name arc incomparable. The lower 
branches, stout and crooked, arc a 
delight for tree climbers. Hawks · 
and owls roost in the upper branch
es. 

The trail follows the canyon on a 
gentle northern traverse across 
Point Mugu State Park, the largest 
preserved area in the Santa Monica 
Mountains. During October and 
November, Sycamore Canyon of
fers the twin delights of falling 
autumn leaves and fluttering but
terflies. ( Ask park rangers where 
the monarchs cluster in lar1?e num
bers.) Bring your swimsuit; when 
you finish this hike, you can take a 
plung-c into thr ocean. 

DIIlF,CTIONS TO THAJLHEAD,

Drive up Pacific Coast Highway 
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(Highway I), 32 miles from Santa 
Monica, to the Big Sycamore Can
yon Campground. Outside the 
campground entrance there's a dirt 
area where you may park. Walk 
past the campground entrance 
through the campground to a gate. 
The trail begins on the other side of 
the gate. 

THE HIKB: Take the trail up
ranyon, following the creek. Win-
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ter rains cause the creek to rise, but 
now in fall it's almost dry. Under
ground water keeps much of th·e 
creekside vegetation green year 
around-so this is a fine hike in any 
season. 

One-half mile from the camp
ground you'll spot the Overlook 
Trail, which switchbacks to the 
west up a ridge and then heads 
north toward the native tall grass 
prairie in La Jolla Valley. As you 
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