
The Ponderosa - Spring 2021 
    The Pine Ridge Association Newsletter 

                     Henry W. Coe State Park 



3 

 

 

Contents of The Ponderosa - Spring 2021  

 
 

Page(s)  Subject      Author  

3 - 4  Shrews       Joseph Belli  

5   Spirits        Barry Breckling  

6   Spotted at Coe     Susan Ferry  

7 - 9  Revising History - Miller Field    Teddy Goodrich  

10  Condor Update      Joseph Belli  

11 - 16  Springs of Coe (Rehabilitation)    Sue Dekalb  

17   New Weather Station Coming Soon   Chris Weske  

18  New PRA Members     Liz Brinkman   

  

 

. 

 

 



Shrews  
By Joseph Belli  
 

Iõve always held a low-level fascination with shrews. Chalk it up to their reputation for surliness, their ability 

to remain undetected, or the prodigious appetite. Mostly the latter: youõve got to hand it to a creature that can 

eat twice its weight daily.   

                                                                                     * * *  

Shrews are an ancient mammal lineage, arising during the Cretaceous Period, when dinosaurs were kings. 
Today theyõre established on all continents except Australia and Antarctica. Though more closely related to 
moles, shrews are often mistaken for mice, but there are major differences between the two. Shrews have tiny 
eyes, long pointed snouts, and lack external ears. Their teeth are uniform, and they lack the prominent inci-
sors sported by mice. Theyõre also quite a bit smaller, for shrews are the tiniest mammals on Earth. Given the 
requisite endothermy (warm -bloodedness) of mammals, the small size of shrews makes for some challenging 
conditions.  
 
You may have wondered, as a card -carrying endotherm yourself, how miserable life must be for ectotherms, 
creatures we deem cold -blooded. Those poor lizards, hostages of temperature, their lives dictated by the whims 
of weather. Those sorry moths, flitting around porch lights as if they were taco trucks. No wonder people con-
sider such life forms lower than birds or mammals. We tend to think of cold -blooded creatures as primitive 
and less advanced, but being warm -blooded is no panacea, and as far as shrews are concerned, itõs a deal with 
the devil. It takes a sobering amount of energy to keep a tiny body warm enough to function, and if you canõt 
get that from lounging in the sun, you need to get it from food, and the smaller you are, the more you need to 
eat relative to your size. The worldõs smallest mammal, the Etruscan shrew, weighs in at just under two 
grams. If they weighed any less, the laws of physics imply they couldnõt existñtheyõd have to spend every 
waking moment of their lives eating just to stay alive. Thatõs why there are no mammals as small as ladybugs, 
and no birds as tiny as bees.  
 
Thus, the curse of the shrew is that it must spend a good portion of its life finding food and eating. The shrew 
diet consists primarily of insects and arthropods, though some species also consume fungi and plant material 
as well, and small vertebrates ñmice, salamanders, and the like ñcan also serve as prey. Occasionally, shrews 
are captured incidentally in pitfall traps designed for salamanders or reptiles, and by the time the trap is 
checked, the shrews have already died.   Whether they starved or succumbed to stress is unclear. And though 
shrews enduring winter conditions can slow down their raging metabolism to a degree, they cannot hibernate, 
and one of the challenges to maintaining a shrew in captivity is keeping it adequately fed. For shrews, a few 
hours without sustenance would be like you going weeks between meals. The need to feed cuts into other as-
pects of shrew life as well ñshrews canõt afford any prolonged sleep period. Instead, they take naps in between 
foraging efforts. Itõs kind of how I imagine life as a passenger on a cruise ship: eat, nap, eat, nap. Just donõt 
doze off for too long.  
 
Another downside to shrewdom: a short life. Shrews embody the phrase òLive fast, die young.ó Their hearts 
beat at an astonishing rate of 25 times per second, 1,500 times per minute. Thatõs about 20 times faster than 
the average human. Creatures with accelerated heart rates donõt tend to live long, and shrews rarely survive 
beyond 18 months. By that age, theyõre already worn down. In contrast, a similarly-sized salamander might 
live for 10 years. Being warm -blooded has its drawbacks.  
 

                                                                                      * * *   

Here in Coe we have at least two species of shrew present, and possibly a third. Iõm basing this on range maps 

provided by field guides, for Iõve never come across anyone whoõs ever seen a shrew in Coe. The only one Iõve 

ever witnessed was dead along a trail at Pinnacles. Given their slight size, asocial tendencies (shrews are soli-

tary creatures), and that they derive no habitat benefit from human structures, shrews are rarely seen.   Out of 

curiosity I scoured records on iNaturalist to see if there were any postings of shrews in Coe, but my search 

came up empty for all three. Telling any of them apart would be a challenge; in some cases, teeth provide the 

best clues. But whether or not you or I have ever seen one, rest assured there are certainly shrews in Coe.  
 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                   Continued on page 4...  
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     Creatures of Coe 



Shrews, continuedé 

 
 

The Ornate shrew (Sorex ornatus) prefers open habitats, and can be distinguished from Trowbridgeõs shrew 

(Sorex trowbridgi), the other shrew species whose range encompasses the park, by having a pale underside. 

Besides the dark underside, Trowbridgeõs shrews differ from Ornate shrews by preferring forested habitats 

and relying on more vegetation in their diet.  

 

A third potential species, the Vagrant shrew (Sorex vagrans), is primarily a denizen of dense coastal forests. 

Theyõre known to exist in the Santa Cruz Mountains and the Santa Lucia Range to the south, as well as the 

East Bay hills. Perhaps this voracious little beast also inhabits the heavy forests on the west side of Coe. They 

would be an interesting addition to the parkõs fauna, for Vagrant shrews are one of the few mammal species 

possessing venom, which they use to subdue prey. The venom is of no concern to people, since shrews donõt bite 

when handled. Even if they did, Iõm not sure their teeth could break the skin. And letõs face it, youõre not going 

to scramble around on the forest floor just to catch a shrew, and neither am I. Iõd rather be eating. Or nap-

ping.          
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Spirits  

 
 

This was a From Under My Brim article in the Ponderosa in 1983 

and later in 1990.  

 

 

On a quiet evening while sitting at home, I heard the distinctive sound of the visitor center door closing. I hur-

ried to the visitor center and found no one leaving and no one inside. On another occasion, my wife told me to go 

over to a small cabinet in our house (the old Pine Ridge Ranch house) and open it up. As I did, the hair on the 

back of my neck stood up and my whole body became covered with goose bumps as a shiver spread over me. She 

told me that earlier, for no apparent reason, the spoons in this cabinet were swinging and continued to swing 

for a long time. This is about the extent of my experience with the spirits around the headquarters but many, 

many others have experienced much more over the years.  

 

I have not heard them for some time, but then I never heard them often anyway. Others have known of their 

presence, sometimes only as feelings but more often by the sounds they made. Most everyone spending a night 

under the museum has heard the sounds: the front door closing, furniture moving, and footsteps. Sada Coe said 

that if the spirits were around the museum they were probably attached to the settee or maybe the  

painting of her grandmother, and one of the spirits might even be her grandmother. I was told that these were 

good spirits (even good spirits can make the hair on the back of your neck stand up!); the bad ones were found 

farther east. Old -timers say, `Joaquin still rides the hills as bold and reckless as ever.õ 

 

Those who have lived in the ranch house have heard the museum door close late at night with no one having 

gone in or out, but other experiences are more memorable: scratching on a wall where a door once existed, a 

child carried by a kind old lady, an unwound music box playing a tune, a smiling, silent cowboy coming from 

and disappearing into nowhere, doors and drawers found open, a rocking chair found moving in front of the fire-

place with the smell of a fresh fire.  

 

Another incident, as my family recalls it, happened a short time after Sada Coe died. Someone knocked at the 

door three times. My son went to the door but found no one there. Again there were three knocks and again no 

one was there. When it happened for the third time, Sadaõs promise to return was recalled. We had laughingly 

talked about her knocking three times so we would know it was her. My wife said òCome in Sada.ó The door 

knob turned, the door opened, and then closed. I do think these are the good spirits. I feel they are watching 

over the land they loved and the historical heritage they left behind. The responsibility for the care of these 

things has been left with us. When I pass may my spirit run free through the hills.  
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Spotted at Coe  
By Susan Ferry - Environmental Scientist, CA State Parks  
 

In the last edition of the Ponderosa, we looked at bucks and the rut.  After the rut comes........babies!!!  After a 

gestation period of  about 200 days, does can give birth to one, two, or three fawns, though triplets are rare. 

Fawns are born in late spring to mid -summer and are spotted at birth but lose their spots within a few 

months. Fawns are weaned in the fall after about 60 -75 days and continue to stay with their mothers during 

the first year. Fawns will become sexually mature at a year and a half.  
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Revising History - Miller Field  
By Teddy Goodrich, PRA Historian  
 
òBen Cory . . . he owned the homestead land over there before Miller owned it. é. Ben Cory built that log 
house, and he was there in 1850.*  
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           Log house and corrals at the Miller Field about 1910  

 
Ben Cory was Dr. Benjamin Cory, San Joseõs first practicing physician. And while it was a doctor who occupied 
the Miller Field, it was Dr. George McCracken, not Dr. Benjamin Cory who built the log house. Similarities 
between the men would certainly cause confusion. George McCracken and Benjamin Cory were not only both 
physicians, they were contemporaries with parallel backgrounds. Both were born in Ohio, George McCracken 
in 1825, Benjamin Cory in 1822. They both went to medical school in Ohio, though not the same school. Cory 
arrived in San Jose in 1847, McCracken in 1852. Both were active in public affairs. Dr. Cory was a member of 
the state legislature when San Jose was the capitol of California. He served as a member of the Board of Edu-
cation in the late 1860s into the 1870s and in 1872 was appointed Trustee for the State Normal School, now 
San Jose State University, a position he held for ten years. Dr. McCracken served on the San Jose School 
Board for a number of terms beginning in the mid -1880s. He joined the real estate firm of James A. Clayton in 
1887. 
 
Did the two men know each other? Certainly they must have known of one another. The population of San Jo-
se in 1870 was a little over 9,000, a small town where one would probably know the other by reputation, if not 
socially. There was, however, a major difference between them. Dr. Cory practiced medicine until he died in 
1896. Dr. McCracken never practiced medicine in San Jose.  
 
George McCracken first appears in San Jose in the 1860 federal census, occupation, stock raiser. He appears 
in the ag census of that year as well where his primary crop is cattle, 120 head. Again in the 1870 census he 
gives his occupation as cattle dealer, but it is sheep that will make him famous locally.  
 
òThe Golden Gate District Agricultural Association held its first fair in Oakland last week. . . . . The display of 
sheep was particularly fine. . . . . George McCracken of San Jose had 40 head of thoroughbred sheep.ó Dr. 
McCracken won awards for the best rams, ewes, and lambs.**  
 
A week later in San Joaquin County he won more awards for his rams and ewes, and then in October he won 
even more awards for his sheep at the Santa Clara Valley Fair.  
                                                                                                                                                                          

Raising sheep became popular in California during the Gold Rush. Quick to mature, they supplied not only 
meat, but wool for clothing and blankets. The 1870 Gilroy federal census shows òshepherdó as the occupation 
for more than a few of its male residents and the 1880 federal Survey maps indicate the location of sheep 
camps throughout the southern portion of the Diablo Range  
 

There is no record of when or how George McCracken came to his camp on Coyote Creek. What is remarkable 
are the number of references to his camp on the1880 and 1881 Federal Survey maps. The only historic photos 
we have of the Miller Field were taken in the first decade of the Twentieth Century, after George McCracken 
was gone. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                      Continued on page 8...  
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Revising History - Miller Field, continued  

 

 

 
 
                                                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1880 Federal Survey Map showing McCrackenõs Camp, Section 1, T9sR4e on the top right side of map, McCracken Camp is written on l ots 
9 and 10.  

 

Trails to McCrackenõs camp were all over the present day park. Several trails were south and west of Burra 
Burra peak .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Burra Burra is the large cone shaped object on the left (west) side of section 31. The trail may be Center Flats Road. On oth er maps, sever-

al trails are shown near County Line Road and one in Red Creek.  

                                  

Who used these trails, and when and why? Why were the trails marked to McCrackenõs Camp? Why not from 

McCrackenõs camp? Were they trails the shepherds used as they moved sheep from pasture to pasture? Which 

brings to mind another question. Were some of these trails to and from Mackõs corral? Who was the person 

who gave his name to Mackõs corral? Was he George McCracken? A pile of rocks, the remains of a mud mor-

tared chimney, and the outline of a small foundation, lie adjacent to the creek near the corral, a very similar 

setting to the remains in the Miller Field.  

George McCracken didnõt file a homestead claim for any land in todayõs park. By the mid 1880s he was in de-

clining health and no longer ranching. Dr. McCracken died in 1898.  
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                        Continued on page 9...  
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Revising History - Miller Field, continued  

 
So who owned the Miller Field? Emma Scott received a homestead patent for lots 1, 7, 10 and 14 (along the 
Middle Fork of Coyote Creek), in section 1, T9sR4e, June 1, 1887 via cash entry. In the 1880 Federal Census, 
Emma Scott lived in San Jose with her mother, her son Walter, 7, and her sister. She was unemployed. The 
1890 property ownership map of Santa Clara County shows the owners of these lots and other adjacent proper-
ty as Miller/Lux and Henry Schafer, Henry Millerõs foreman. Not all òentrymenó were men! The 1902 property 
map shows the owners as the Coe Brothers.  

What about Mackõs Corral? Melissa Blanch Dowdy received a homestead patent for lots 8, 11, and the south 
½ of lot 7 in section 30, T9sR4e, along the North Fork of Pacheco Creek October 18, 1898. Witnesses testified 
that she had lived on the land since October, 1888. Her improvements included a frame house, a corral and 
fencing, crops grown on five acres, a cleared spring and a road to the property. But there was a problem. Melis-
sa Dowdy was committed to Agnew State Mental Hospital in January, 1896. She died there in 1927.  

*Ranger Joe White interview with Henry Sutcliffe Coe, July 20, 1977.  

** The Pacific Rural Press, September 2, 1878  
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Condor Update  
By Joseph Belli  
 

Coe had its first documented California condor visit of 2021 at the end of March, when #828 flew north on the 

afternoon of March 30.  

 

#828 is one of the more high -profile condors in the central California flock, making news in the fall of 2016 

when she became the first condor chick to fledge inside Pinnacles National Park since the reintroduction effort 

began in 2003. Sheõs now five years old and at an age when condors tend to explore. That may have explained 

her recent visit. Theoretically, sheõs old enough to breed, though condors donõt usually start until theyõre at 

least six, and many begin later. #828 sports a GPS transmitter, and hers provides a location every couple of 

minutes throughout the day. With that kind of detail, you get a really clear picture of a birdõs flight patterns. 

 

After flying over Highway 152 around 2 PM, she passed over Willson Peak, and by 3 PM she was soaring over 

Pine Ridge. She continued north, past the park, and veered east near Mt. Hamilton at 4 PM. She headed to-

ward and beyond San Antonio Valley, over Del Puerto Canyon, then flew south along the mountains east of 

the park. She spent the night along a ridge a few miles north of San Luis Reservoir before returning to San 

Benito County the following morning.   

 

Prior to #828õs recent excursion, the last condor known to have visited the park flew up in December, when 

#688 soared over the Orestimba Wilderness, Mt. Stakes, and along Robison Creek. The excitement of his jour-

ney soon turned to despair after he landed in a canyon east of the park and stopped moving. His body was re-

covered and the results of the necropsy are pending.  

 

#688õs tragedy was a fitting end for the year 2020, which was as bad for condors as it was for people. Though 

not directly impacted by Covid, the central California flock lost over two dozen birds during the year, one quar-

ter of the population. Nearly half of those losses can be attributed to the Dolan Fire, an act of arson that 

torched Big Sur in August. The flames moved swiftly uphill one evening toward a communal roost spot. Una-

ble to see at night, and unaccustomed to flying in the dark, the birds were trapped. While several managed to 

survive, 12 perished.  

 

Hereõs hoping for better things in 2021, for people and condors. So far, weõre off to a promising startñthere are 

eight nests that we know of, and likely one or two more. In addition, extra birds from the captive breeding fa-

cilities were recently released along the coast and in Pinnacles to compensate for those lost in the fire.  Con-

dors have been frequenting northern San Benito County recently, and if that trend continues, we may see 

them exploring Coe on a more regular basis. Thatõs something to hope for in the coming years. 
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Springs Of Coe (Rehabilitation)  
By Sue Dekalb  
 

This report will try and get you up to date on springs work at Coe. The work on the springs did not get started 

again until mid -February because of Covid19 restrictions, but we did make significant progress on damaged 

springs. We even managed to repair a few neglected springs.  

Bear Spring  

This spring complex consists of two spring boxes, a trough, and a cement cistern connected by 680 feet of PVC. 

This spring had a full trough before and after the fire but the spring box lids were rotting away, and the pipe 

between the boxes and the trough was mostly clogged. Only a slow trickle of water was making it into the 

trough. The PVC had been just lying on the ground, and most of it burned up in the fire so the cistern was 

empty. It is a little over a mile from Mississippi Lake to the spring so all the materials had to be carried in. Art 

used his e-bike and trailer to haul in heavier tools, lumber, PVC, and the rest of us dragged PVC and lighter 

tools to the site.  

We dug a trench and buried all of the PVC between the trough and the cistern so that pigs would not keep 

tearing it apart and the fires would have less chance of burning it all up again.  

We also had to haul out all the old burned PVC and rotting lumber from the old boxes.  

Art Pon, Lynne Starr, Jodie Keahey, Linda Keahey, Dan Healy and Sue Dekalb worked on this spring.  
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Springs Of Coe (Rehabilitation), continuedé 

 
Bowl Spring  

This spring was not damaged in the fire, but the spring box was rotting away and the pigs kept breaking the 
pipes apart. The trough was also on the edge of solid ground because of the pig rooting. Someone had hooked 
up the piping incorrectly trying to repair the damage the pigs had caused.  
 
All materials were e -biked in or carried into the site. We removed the old spring box and built a new one. The 
trough was stabilized and PVC was repaired so that the outflow was hooked up properly and able to drain the 
overflow from the trough.  
 
Art Pon, Dan Healy, Jodie Keahey, Linda Keahey, and Sue Dekalb worked on this spring.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Arnold Horse Camp Spring  

This spring was damaged by the fire. The spring complex consisted of two small spring boxes, 275 feet of poly-
propylene pipe, a small storage tank, a trough, and a faucet. At one time there were apparently 3 small spring 
boxes but we were unable to locate where that third box might have been located. The small storage tank had 
been repaired many times, but still was not holding any water so it was removed from the system. The faucet 
was no longer hooked into the system either, so we left it out as it would have taken too much work to add it 
back in. You can always filter water directly from the trough. The float that was on the trough was removed as 
it served no purpose without the faucet hookup.  
 
We were very fortunate that the two small spring boxes that remained did not actually burn up in the fire. The 
upper spring box lid had been blow down the canyon a ways, but we were able to salvage it. The lower spring 
box lid had also blown down the canyon, but it did not survive the fire.  
 
All of the polypropylene burned up in the fire so all the old pipe had to be removed from the canyon and new 
piping added from the upper box all the way down to the trough. Because of the layout of the piping in the can-
yon there wasnõt really a way to bury it all so most of it remains above ground.  
 
The trough wasnõt full when we left, but it should have been full by that night as it was flowing at 3.3 liters 
per minute.  
 
Art Pon, Dan Healy, Jodie Keahey, Linda Keahey, and Sue Dekalb worked on this spring.  
 
                                                                                                                                                     Continued on page 13...  
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Springs Of Coe (Rehabilitation), continuedé 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spike Jones Spring  

This spring was not damaged in the fire but the spring box was rotting away and the piping from the spring 
box to the trough was not allowing maximum flow. In order to get the materials down to the spring we made a 
couple of crude sleds from material in the old burned Live Oak Spring water tank. We tied ropes onto the sleds 
and basically let them slide down the steep hillside to the spring location. Art also brought down all the neces-
sary tools in his e -bike and trailer.  
 
Looking at the outside of the old box you would not be able to see the damage to the box as it was rotting away 
from the inside. If you looked closely at the lid you would see that it had holes in it. The old piping to the 
trough had a leak and it was aimed slightly upward so the water was not freely flowing into the trough.  
 
After removing the old box and all the debris around it, we were able to install the new box. We fixed the leak-
ing pipe and we dug a deeper trench for it so the water would have a better path to the trough.  
At the time we worked on this box there was not much water coming into the trough because of low water lev-
els this year. It was going to take a while for the water to build up to the outflow pipe in the box and make its 
way to the trough.  
 
Art Pon, Dan Healy, Jodie Keahey, Linda Keahey, and Sue Dekalb worked on this spring.  

                                                                                                                                                                                  Continued on page 14...  
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Springs Of Coe (Rehabilitation), continuedé 

 
Canteen Spring  
 
We had intended to rehab this spring back in December, but all volunteer work was shut down again because 
of Covid19. The spring was badly damaged in the SCU Lightening Fire. The spring complex consists of two 
spring boxes, a trough, and lots of pipe, including galvanized, PVC, and polypropylene that was all above 
ground. The lower spring box was destroyed along with the trough and all of the plastic type piping.  
The upper spring box was buried under at least of foot of rock and debris. The water was seeping through the 
mud and boards on the lid. We uncovered the upper box lid and cleaned out the box so the water could flow 
again. We made some small notches on the edge board so the water would go under the lid instead of over the 
top of it. We also directed the water into the box as it was flowing around the side of it. We tied the lid boards 
together with 2x4s so they would stay in place.  
 
The lower box was completely rebuilt as the location was just a swampy pool on the edge of the creek with a 
few burned boards. The new top was held in place by latches so it wouldnõt wash off when the creek got too 
high.  
 
The trough was replaced along with all the pipe. We used 270 feet of PVC which was all buried in a trench so 
it might possibly survive the next fire.  
 
Art Pon, Dan Healy, Jodie Keahey, Linda Keahey, Rick Casey and Sue Dekalb worked on this spring.  

 
Sturla Dowdy  

This spring was heavily damaged during the fire. This spring consists of a spring box, piping, and a trough. 
The spring box mostly burned up during the fire and what was still there was damaged by a very large Bay 
tree that fell almost on top of it. The trough was untouched, but piping consisted of a mix of polypropylene and 
galvanized pipe. The polypropylene pipe burned in the fire.  

Before we could start working on the spring we needed to remove the large Bay tree that was pushing on the 
remainder of the burned box. Rich Winklebleck sent one of his workers (Josh) to help us. Josh spent all day 
with the chain saw cutting the tree up into manageable pieces that we could move it away from the site.  
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14 


