Santa Cruz Island

Santa Cruz Island is the largest of the off-shore California Channel Islands.  Like all the rest of the coastal Channel Islands, it was seen by Juan Rodriquez Cabrillo in 1542 and Sebastian Vizcaino in 1602.  No further European contact was then recorded until 1769 when the Portola expedition landed there and gave the island its current name.  For 9000 years, the island had been settled by the Chumash Native Americans who called the island Limuw.  There were a dozen villages and over one thousand people.  They lived there in harmony with nature, using large canoes for transport.  The Franciscan mission era in California started in 1769 and founded Mission San Buenaventura in 1782 across the channel.  Subsequently,  all the Chumash left the island by 1822.

The island then became a large sheep ranch and in 1937, the western 75% was sold and was converted into a cattle ranch.  This portion became controlled by the Nature Conservancy in 1987.  The former sheep ranch on the east end was taken over by the National Park Service.  There are ranch facilities and accommodations on the west side, headquartered at Prisoner's Harbor, but it appears that the only way to stay there is to be a volunteer or large donor to the Nature Conservancy.  The public campground and visitor center on the east end are at Scorpion Ranch.  The Island Packer fast catamaran from Ventura Harbor goes to both locations and takes about an hour.  The boat stops to look at interesting events along the way; extra trips are on weekends in the summer.

The ecology in the limited space has been a story of getting along with nature.  The sheep ate much of the chaparral on the  island, so when they were removed, the brush became a fire hazard during the dry season.  The ranchers routinely cleared the bottom of the creek to allow water flow.  This practice stopped temporarily with the National Park Service.  The creek became blocked and three feet of mud overflowed the campground one year.  The feral pigs were removed from the island, so the Golden Eagles started eating the Island Fox population instead.  The Golden Eagles had to be removed and replaced with the usual inhabitant of fish-eating Bald Eagles.  The Island Fox population has recovered and there are now many cat-like foxes in public areas.  This is the only place that the Island Scrub Jay can be found; it has disappeared from the other channel islands.

The sea area around Scorpion is a Marine Reserve area.  Sometimes, the water is crystal clear and the complex marine life, including the orange Garibaldi (the California state fish and protected everywhere), can be seen in the kelp beds below.  Snorkeling gear is advisable. Kayaking is a big attraction there due to the calm conditions on the north side of the island and the many ocean caves in the area.  At low tide on calm days, many caves on both sides of the cove can be explored via kayak.  The sea lions are numerous in the area and in the caves.  Kayaks can be rented at Ventura Harbor and brought on the boat or there are expensive commercial guided tour operators on the island. The channel area has several species of whales including blue, gray, and right.  There are hundreds of common dolphins leaping through the water and some were surfing behind the boat.  Larger species of dolphin can also be observed around the island.  On one trip. I saw a male whale that had not survived a ship collision.  The sharks had collected and were swimming in fast to grab a chunk; numerous seabirds were having a feast; other marine life were helping recycle as well.  

Camping on the island away from the shore can be reserved in advance.  Several well-prepared large groups can be found at the campground due to the variety of activities and isolation.  There is an established hiking trail to Smuggler's Cove on the south side.  This side is exposed to the prevalent wave direction in the summer and the swell crashing against the shore can be as large as four meters.  There are species of native plants that can be observed.  Several varieties of marine life, especially seals, use the isolated beaches along the shore.   There is good fishing around the island in the available areas.

