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Coyote Creek River Flooded 

W ater is a common topic of discussion at 

Coe, though it is usually a question of 

where one can find it. There are 

occasions, however, where water is difficult to avoid. 

Such was the case this month when an aptly-named 

atmospheric river doused the park with over 16 inches 

of rain in the span of three weeks. Parched lakes and 

ponds refilled, and creeks overflowed their banks. The 

parkõs largest watershed, Coyote Creek, was no 

exception. On New Yearõs Eve, the gauge between 

Coyote Lake and Hunting Hollow measured a creek 

depth of 15.47 ft, and on January 9th, 16.49 ft!  

Although this water is welcomed by a thirsty park, 

mudslides, toppled trees, and deep creek levels with 

swift currents pose a serious danger and make rescuing 

stranded visitors all the more challenging. Coe was 

closed for most of January as a safety precaution and to 

repair damaged roads used by emergency vehicles. 

Coyote Creek near Hunting Hollow on New Yearõs Eve, 2022. Photo by John Lyle. 

Coyote Creek levels. Courtesy of USGS. 

Continued on Page 4 
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Coyote Creek Flooded, continued... 

Gilroy Hot Springs Bridge. Gilroy Hot Springs Rd. flooded near Hunting Hollow. 

China Hole. The trail sign on the middle-left is nearly submerged. 

Middle Fork of Coyote Creek at Poverty Flat.   Bass Pond is a big muddy puddle instead of a small one.  

Thanks to John Lyle 

who captured these 

images on New Yearõs 

Eve, 2022. 
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Western Gray Squirrel 
     by Joseph Belli 

Creatures of Coe 

I  remember seeing black and white photographs 

from the turn of the previous century, a pair of 

hunters posing with various pelts near Madrone 

Soda Springs. I wasnõt particularly interested in 

knowing who the hunters were; I was much more 

curious about their quarry as I tried to identify as many 

of those skins as I could. It looked to me like many 

were from Western gray squirrels. At that time, 

Western gray squirrels were a common sight along 

Pine Ridge and the forested slopes above Coyote 

Creek. Thatõs no longer so.  

                                      * * *  

Squirrels are a rather ancient lineage among 

mammals, first popping up in the fossil record 40 

million years ago. The earliest squirrels were, not 

surprisingly, tree-dwellers; only later did some 

descend to become todayõs marmots, woodchucks, 

prairie dogs, and ground squirrels. Living in trees 

required sharp eyesight along with amazing climbing 

and jumping abilities. And unlike most mammals, 

squirrels are, with the exception of nocturnal flying 

squirrels, exclusively active during daylight.    

There are eight species of tree squirrels in the US, 

but only the Western gray squirrel is native to central 

California. Itõs the largest tree squirrel in the West, 

found from extreme northern Baja to central 

Washington, inhabiting the coastal ranges as well as the 

western slope of the Cascades and Sierra Nevada. 

Theyõre found from sea level to roughly 6,000 feet. 

Western gray squirrels donõt occur much higher than 

that because the snowpack prohibits them from finding 

and retrieving food. Since they canõt hibernate, their 

range is restricted in the mountains. 

Besides mild winters, Western gray squirrels 

require forested 

habitat, the more 

the better. Dense, 

closed-canopy 

forests are ideal, 

but they can also 

exist in patchy 

forests. Thick 

forests allow them 

to move from 

treetop to 

treetop, a safer 

proposition than bounding through the forest floor or 

across roads. They take further refuge by constructing 

nests that resemble those of birds. Squirrel nests, or 

dreys, are typically situated fairly high in trees in 

locations other mammals canõt access. Western gray 

squirrels subsist on a diet of acorns, pine nuts, and 

various fungi, especially truffles. They often cache food 

by burying it underground, where theyõll locate it 

later, probably by smell. Inevitably, some of that 

stored food is never retrieved, and those pine nuts and 

acorns can in turn become trees. In that way, Western 

gray squirrels help perpetuate the very forests they 

depend on. 

While the Western gray squirrel is the only tree 

squirrel native to the area, itõs not the only one 

present, for there are two non-native species inhabiting 

nearby cities, suburbs, and in some places the natural 

landscape. Eastern gray squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) 

and fox squirrels (Sciurus niger) were introduced at 

multiple locations throughout California beginning 

around 1900, mostly in city parks, campuses, and 

Continued on page 6 
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private estates. Eastern gray squirrels look very similar 

to their western counterparts; they differ by having 

some brown fur on their otherwise gray faces. Fox 

squirrels, on the other hand, are noticeably different. 

Their brown fur and rusty orange undersides are 

distinct, separating them from other tree squirrels as 

well as ground squirrels. And if you happen to see a 

black squirrel, youõre not hallucinatingñthat would be 

a melanistic Eastern gray squirrel.  

Non-native squirrels thrive in cities, taking to 

urban trees and using rooftops, fences, and power lines 

as travel corridors. It seems like a benign arrangement: 

non-native tree squirrels in cities and 

suburbs, Western gray squirrels in the 

forested countryside, but itõs more 

complicated than that. The non-

natives, especially fox squirrels, have 

spread far beyond city limits; theyõre 

now found in Pinnacles National Park, 

atop Mt. Hamilton, and in Coe at least 

as far east as Dowdy Ranch. All those 

locations are a long way from town. 

This wouldnõt be so noteworthy if 

Western gray squirrels were still faring 

well in those locations, but theyõre not. Western gray 

squirrels never inhabited Pinnacles, but they used to be 

common in the western part of Coe. Now theyõre 

gone. I say this with some confidence because tree 

squirrels arenõt cryptic; theyõre out during the day, 

when hikers are, and no oneõs posting any photos of 

them. Tree squirrels also vocalize, uttering a kind of 

raspy chatter thatõs not like any bird call, at least any 

bird frequenting the park. For the past several decades, 

the only squirrels Iõve seen calling in the parkõs western 

section were fox squirrels.   

There are traces of good news: Western gray 

squirrels are apparently still present in Alum Rock Park 

east of San Jose, and they persist in the central and 

eastern sections of Coe, even though the habitat there 

seems less than ideal and a far cry from the heavier 

forests to the west. Why theyõve been able to hang on 

there is a mystery; I keep wondering if it might be 

because fox squirrels, now a common sight on the west 

side, are less common or absent from the east. Several 

recent studies have tried to shed light on the 

interactions between the two species, and the results so 

far have been inconclusive. They donõt seem to occur 

together in very many locations, but where they do the 

research hasnõt explained why Western gray squirrels 

might be at a disadvantage. There was 

speculation that fox squirrels are more 

aggressive and might displace them, but 

so far research has shown that, if 

anything, Western grays, which are 

slightly larger, are actually the more 

aggressive of the two. Neither has there 

been any connection to transmissible 

disease. So the nature of the 

relationship between native squirrels 

and non-native squirrels remains 

ambiguous. 

Our local population isnõt the only one thatõs 

declined; Western gray squirrels have become scarce in 

such disparate locations as southern California and the 

state of Washington, where theyõre listed as a species 

of concern. On the positive side, they seem to be doing 

quite well in the Santa Cruz Mountains and the Sierra 

Nevada. Though they donõt usually thrive in urban 

forestsñWestern gray squirrels are less tolerant of 

human presence than non-native tree squirrelsñthey 

can be seen frequently in mountain communities such 

as Nevada City and Twain Harte. Perhaps the day will 

come when they once again bound through the 

treetops of Pine Ridge. For some reason I find that 

rather important.       

Western Gray Squirrel, continued... 
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Mustang Mountain 
by Teddy Goodrich 

Pine Ridge Association Historian 

W hat is the first word that comes to 

mind when you hear òKaiser?ó Health 

insurance? What about òAetna?ó 

Maybe life insurance? What about òKaiser Aetna?ó  

The road into the Orestimba, of course. 

On April 3, 1969, an article appeared in the New 

York  Times: òThe Kaiser Industrial Corporation, its 

affiliate, the Kaiser Aluminum and Chemical 

Corporation, and Aetna Life and Casualty are going into 

the real estate development business.ó 

The new organization proposed and accomplished 

many developments, principally in California, Arizona, 

and Hawaii. One of the largest was Rancho California, 

a 95,000-acre development along highway 395 

between Los Angeles and San Diego. Others were 

quite modest, for example a 55-unit housing 

development in Windsor, California. 

In 1970 they purchased 62,500 acres in Santa Clara 

and Stanislaus Counties and tentatively named this new 

development Rancho San Luis. 

Palo Alto Times, August 19, 1971: preliminary 

plans for the development in Santa Clara County are 

described by Lee C. Jordan Jr., spokesperson for the 

development to the Santa Clara County Planning 

Commission. The development, named Mustang 

Mountain will involve 10,000 acres that will be divided 

into 75-acre parcels that will sell for $40,000 to 

$80,000 each. There are also plans for a clubhouse, an 

existing lake (Mississippi Lake?) stocked with fish and a 

1,000-acre common area. The development will 

require a 12-mile road into the area. Estimated cost of 

the road is 1 million. 

Plans for the San Luis portion of the acquisition are 

more nebulous, but the possibilities include ranch style 

homes, a motel, and an eighteen-hole golf course.     

Today all that remains of these ambitious plans is 

Kaiser Aetna Road and the giant culvert where the road 

crosses Pacheco creek. Some long-time volunteers may 

remember two modular sales offices near the entrance 

to the Dowdy Ranch. They were used by state park 

personnel until 1996 when they were found to contain 

Hanta Virus. They were torn down when the Dowdy 

Ranch visitor center complex was constructed in 2004. 

The future state park dodged a bullet. All that lovely 

wilderness set aside for us to enjoy would never have 

come into being. What brought it down? Not the 

Sierra Club, even though that ever-vigilant organization 

was watching all along. Something very simple put an 

end to these ambitious plans ð there was NO 

WATER.*  

With many thanks to former volunteer and PRA president, 

Ron Erskine, who found the articles pertaining to this 

purchase in the Palo Alto Times. 

*There is a very visible capped well casing in a field 

a few hundred yards south from where the Orestimba 

Corrals stood. This dry well was dug many years after 

Kaiser Aetna abandoned their project. I leave the rest 

to your imagination. 
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Fuel and Fire in Coeõs Western Zone 

by Mason Hyland 
Environmental Scientist, Diablo Range District 

M aking our landscapes more resilient to fire 

has been a widely discussed topic in 

recent years. Devastating fires ravage the 

stateõs forests and communities each year with such 

intensity that they change once tree-covered 

landscapes.  Seas of brush regrow after intense fires, 

creating conditions perfect for continued infrequent, 

high intensity fire.  Fingers are pointed at climate 

change more often than not, though the answer is likely 

a combination of factors.  Two main elements drive 

fire: weather and fuel.  Our century-long crusade 

against fire has allowed forests and shrublands to 

continue to grow more and more dense.  Prescribed 

fire has been in practice for decades in an attempt to 

combat this build-up of fuels, though itõs far from what 

Native Americanõs traditional cultural burning 

practices accomplished.  Henry Coe has had a 

prescribed burn program as far back as the 1980õs. 

However, there is still a buildup of fuels beyond what 

we would hope to see in a fire resilient landscape. 

Over the past two years, State Parks staff have been 

working to bolster its fire and fuel management 

program. There are currently four projects focusing on 

returning beneficial fire to the landscape:  the 

Ponderosa Forest Health Project (Ponderosa Project), 

the Hobbs Road Maintenance and Fuels Reduction 

Project (Hobbs Road Project), the Ponderosa 

Continued on Page 9 

Burn piles along Hobbs Rd. 


