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Bottaõs Pocket Gopher 
By Joseph Belli  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Behold the lowly gopher.  

 

Other than the University of Minnesotaõs endorsement as a mascot, itõs hard to find love anywhere for these 

creatures. Theyõve been relegated to a status somewhere between pest and vermin, and letõs face it, thereõs no 

denying the damage gophers are capable of inflicting. Most every gardener can rattle off a litany of incidents: 

a ruined flower bed, a pilfered vegetable garden, or a disfigured lawn. On a larger scale, gophers can wreak 

havoc on crops, golf courses, and orchards, where they can damage and even kill young trees. They can also do 

a number on underground wiring, pipes, and irrigation systems. The damage has been so extensive that 

moles, though largely innocent, have ended up suffering some of the consequences, victims of guilt by associa-

tion. But if you can look beyond their transgressions, you might discover that gophers are not only interesting, 

but actually surprisingly beneficial to natural processes.   

 

Though absent from the northeast and much of the Atlantic Coast, pocket gophers are found throughout the 

rest of the continental U.S. There are roughly eighteen different species; the one inhabiting Coe is Bottaõs 

pocket gopher (Thomomys bottae), also known as the valley pocket gopher. Itõs common throughout most of 

California and the southwest, including Baja California and northern Mexico. The term òpocketó refers to 

cheek pouches located on each side of the head. That feature isnõt unique to gophersñpocket mice and kanga-

roo rats are similarly equipped. Pocket gophers differ, though, by having their pouches outside the mouth ra-

ther than inside. They use them to transport food from the surface to a specific chamber within a fairly intri-

cate burrow system. That system is comprised of a shallow tunnel that can extend well beyond seventy yards, 

as well as deeper chambers for sleeping, defecating, and food storage. Despite those intricacies, each burrow 

system houses just one gopher, though females will raise young in theirs. Otherwise, gophers are, like moles, 

solitary creatures. Their herbivorous diet allows them to exist in denser populations than moles, however, and 

gophers can number between 1 -15 per acre depending on soil conditions and other habitat features. Gophers 

are by no means habitat specialists, found from sea level to mountain meadows as high as 13,000 feet.  They 

prefer areas with deep soils, are sparse if not absent from rocky areas, and arenõt as tied to moisture as moles, 

for gophers can persist even in deserts.  

 

Like moles, they feature a number of adaptations suited for a life underground: tubular body shape, wispy tail, 

prominent whiskers, reduced external ears, and prominent claws. But there are differences between the two. 

Gophers may spend ninety percent of their lives below ground, but still venture to the surface more frequently 

than moles. Thus, their eyesight is better. Like all rodents, gophers have prominent incisors, and they use  
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Bottaõs Pocket Gopher, continuedé 

 
them, believe it or not, to dig, like an extra limb and set of claws. Those teeth protrude outside the mouth, al-

lowing gophers to dig without constantly receiving a mouth full of dirt. Gophers do to soil what beavers do to 

trees. And because rodent incisors grow continuously throughout the life of the animal, they donõt wear down.  

 

                                                                                        ***  

 

Weõve seen the damage that gophers can cause. What benefits do they provide?   

 

Gophers move several tons of soil each year per acre, and while that may not sit well with lawn owners and 

maintenance crews at golf courses, in natural areas itõs a boon. All that movement and churning improves soil 

conditions by aerating and enriching the soil. It adds oxygen and increases nitrogen cycling, which in turn pro-

motes plant growth. Scientific studies of gopher mounds have documented increased plant productivity in their 

midst. People associate gophers with destruction, but the opposite is closer to the truth. Gophers do for ecosys-

tems what gardeners do for their backyards without ever going to Home Depot.  

 

Gophers can also aid groundwater restoration by recharging aquifers following rains, for their burrows allow 

water to percolate. Those burrows also benefit a wide variety of species ñreptiles, amphibians, small mam-

mals, and all sorts of insects and other invertebrates find home, shelter, and refuge in the burrow systems 

forged by gophers. A prime example exists right here in Coe: California tiger salamanders, an endangered spe-

cies, spend most of their lives in underground mammal burrows. Theyõve often been associated with California 

ground squirrels, but ground squirrels are largely absent from the section of the park where tiger salamanders 

are found. Itõs highly likely that gophers provide crucial habitat for Coeõs tiger salamander population.  

 

I donõt know if anyoneõs ready to put a gopher on the state flag, or hold a festival in their honor, but I think 

theyõve at least earned the right to serve as a mascot.        

 
 

 

 

Inholders  
By Teddy Goodrich, PRA Historian  
 

 

You have undoubtedly noticed geometric shapes on the park map marked òprivate property.ó They are inhold-

ings.  The geometric shapes outline homestead parcels that were not part of Pine Ridge when Sada Coe Robin-

son donated her ranch to the people of California.   Most of these properties were odd bits of land that no one 

wanted for ranching: too inaccessible, no water, too steep, too rugged, etc. Many of them were acquired by local 

residents in the 1930s for use as hunting camps for deer and wild boar.   Some have belonged to the same fami-

lies for decades.  

  

Inholders have the right of way to drive in the park to reach their property.   Park neighbors whose property 

lies outside the park boundary, such as the members of the Laurel Springs Gun Club, also have the right of 

way to drive through the park.   They sign a register by the backcountry gate when they enter and again when 

they leave the park  

 

For years the only access inholders and neighbors had to their property was by horseback.   The roads in the 

òoriginal Coeó were only horse and wagon trails until Oliver Beach purchased Pine Ridge.  During his owner-

ship, post World War II,   these trails were cleared and widened for vehicle traffic.  

 

Do not trespass!   Always respect private property.  
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RAWS - Remote Automated Weather Station  
By Chris Weske  

 
On September 13,  2021, Henry W. Coe State Parkõs second Remote Automated Weather Station (RAWS) be-

gan transmitting weather data. The new Orestimba Creek station, located at an elevation of 1,345 feet on the 

eastern side of the park, was funded jointly by California State Parks and the Pine Ridge Association.  The 

station was installed by the San Jose State University Wildfire Interdisciplinary Research Center, Fire 

Weather Research Laboratory.  

Coe Parkõs first RAWS was installed in December 2011 on Cordoza Ridge, across Soda Springs Canyon from 

Manzanita Point.  The Cordoza station was funded by the San Jose State University Fire Weather Laboratory 

and CalFire.  The San Jose State Lab installed the station.  

The Cordoza station uses Campbell Scientific equipment on a twenty foot guyed tower.  The Orestimba Creek 

Station is a FTS station on a twenty foot self -supporting tower.  The stations report temperature, humidity, 

dew point, precipitation, wind speed and direction, solar radiation, fuel moisture and temperature.  The Cor-

doza station also reports barometric pressure.  

The data from these stations is available to the public on the Pine Ridge Association website, 

www.coepark.org , as well as on the San Jose State Fire Weather Laboratory website, the National Weather 

Service website, and the MesoWest website.  With the Cordoza station on a ridgetop at 2,331 feet and the Or-

estimba station in drainage at 1,345 feet, park visitors will be able to plan for the sometimes dramatic temper-

ature differences visitors can encounter while spending time in the park. These stations will also be a part of 

the National Fire Danger Rating System with data available through the Weather Information Management 

System.  This information will enhance the ability to plan and conduct prescribed burns in the park, and will 

also help deal with the threat of wildfires.  

These weather stations are examples of multiple agencies and a nonprofit association working together for the 

public benefit, in this case visitors to Coe Park.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

     Cordoza  Ridge RAWS 
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RAWS - Remote Automated Weather Station, continued...  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Orestimba Creek RAWS          

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                                                     

 

                                                                                                                                                Orestimba Creek RAWS install crew  
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Nature At Its Finest  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Autumn has arrived and Winter will not be far behind.  

Light low, days slow, leaves are changing color.  

Gray haze, shortened days, the forestõs getting duller. 

Sapõs flow begins to slow as trees begin to slumber. 

Sleep deep, deep sleep, near-death shall trees encumber.  

Tree tops, leaves drop to awaiting forest floor.  

Trees bare, but prepare, for spring to come once more.  
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Have no fear, yes Spring is near  

with all its luscious bounty.     

Rejoice each day, spring don't go away  

Whether wind or rain or cloudy.  



Nature At Its Finest, continued...  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spring is a time to enjoy the flowers, take a  

swim in Big Rock Hole with friendly Pike  

Minnows (the trout will be hiding).  

 

Go backpacking. This is Al Heckbert, long  

time hiker at Coe on an 8 day backpack trip  

into the wilderness a few years ago.  Al was  

in his early 80s when he did this trip.  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fish abound in lakes and streams but you  

should be in shape like Al to get to the good  

fishing spots. Take a short trip to Bass Pond  

and enjoy the beauty of the park, but leave  

your fishing pole at home, the bass are gone.  
 

Lions still roam the wilds of Coe, but are  

seldom seen.  
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Nature At Its Finest, continued...  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  Tule Elk were gone but have returned. Grizzly Bears had their last stand around here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

Henry W. Coe State Park is a wild and beautiful place, a place to be protected for all time. There have been 

proposals to make it an Off Highway Vehicle park, a High -Speed Rail route, and a location for reservoirs.  

Donõt think it can't happen. Stay vigilant. Protect Coe Park, Nature at Its finest.   
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Where Did The Dam Water Go?  
By Teddy Goodrich, PRA Historian  
 
In response to the many questions we have had from visitors regarding the almost empty Anderson Lake.  

 

The federal government mandated the draining and closure of the dam until 2030 while the seventy year old 

dam is seismically retrofitted and a new discharge tunnel is constructed.   The Calaveras Fault is very close to 

Lake Anderson.   It has been determined if a 6.6 earthquake were to occur near the lake when it is at capacity,   

within fourteen minutes a 35õ wall of water would inundate Morgan Hill, and within three hours, there would 

be 8õ of water in San Jose.  These figures vary depending upon which newspaper article you are reading, but 

all agree, dam failure would be disastrous.  

 

Lake Anderson is a storage dam, but the majority of water used by businesses and residents of Santa Clara 

County is imported from the Sacramento Delta, brought by canal to the OõNeill Forebay, pumped into the San 

Luis Reservoir, and then pumped into a huge concrete tunnel that carries it over Pacheco Pass.   As you drive 

west on the pass, if you know where to look, you can see a portion of the pipeline above ground shortly after 

you pass the reservoir.   Near San Felipe Road, the pipeline bifurcates, and a portion of the water flows to San 

Benito County (the Hollister conduit) and a portion flows into Santa Clara County (the Santa Clara conduit).   

The Coyote Pumping Station at 18300 Peet Road in Morgan Hill has six pumps that deliver raw water to 

treatment plants and groundwater recharge ponds throughout Santa Clara County.  

 

Donõt look for a full lake in 2030.  It took seven years for Anderson Dam to fill after its construction in 1950.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             Anderson Dam1959                                                     [Publisherõs note: our intrepid author  

                                                                                                                    climbing the  face of the dam in 1952;  

                                                                                                                    check out th e construction and materials      

                                                                                                                    used!] 
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Spotted at Coe - Who Uses Springs  
By Susan Ferry - Environmental Scientist, CA State Parks  

 
This time of the year, especially after several drought years, water can be scarce in the park.  Although water 

CAN be found in some limited places in the park, many animals depend on the developed springs.  
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