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 The Pine Ridge Association is the nonprofit cooperating association of Henry W. Coe State Park. Our mission is to enhance 

and enrich the publicõs experience at the park through education and interpretation. Learn more at coepark.net. 
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Creatures of Coe 

Badger 
             by Joseph Belli 

B 
adgers might just be the biggest little animals 

around. Less than two feet long and weighing 

shy of twenty pounds, thereõs not much to 

them, yet their cantankerous disposition keeps their list 

of enemies short. Few creatures are willing to tangle 

with a badger; mountain lions occasionally prey on 

them, but not very often, and anything smallerñ

coyotes and bobcats ð would be foolish to try. Badgers 

are fifteen pounds of attitude. 

Badgers may be well-equipped for fighting, but 

theyõre built for digging. Their limbs are compact but 

powerful, with long claws adept at plowing through 

dirt. They can burrow at an astonishing rateña badger 

can dig a hole and disappear in a matter of minutes and 

can out-dig several people with shovels. Badgers dig 

not merely for shelter and refuge, but to find food. 

Although badgers feed on a variety of items, from 

insects and reptiles to birds, eggs, and carrion, 

burrowing rodents such as ground squirrels and 

gophers comprise their primary prey. Badger burrows 

in turn provide habitat for a number of species, from 

burrowing owls to California tiger salamanders.  

Badgers are solitary animals, patrolling a spacious 

territory with numerous dens within its boundaries. 

They can be found from below sea levelñbadgers have 

been sighted in the lowest sections of Death Valleyñto 

alpine meadows 13,000 feet in elevation. Though 

occurring in numerous habitats, their most preferred is 

grassland. Theyõre common in deserts but rare or 

absent from forested areas unless there are extensive 

meadows nearby. Badgers range throughout most of 

the West and into the upper Midwest; in California 

they occur throughout the state except for developed 

areas and heavily cultivated regions, and over time 

thatõs come to describe quite a chunk of California. 

Theyõre listed as a Species of Special Concern due to an 

overall decline tied to habitat loss and fragmentation.                                                                      

 ***  
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Creatures of Coe: Badger continued... 

Within the park much of the terrain is cloaked in 

forests and chaparral, habitats not appealing to badgers. 

The parkõs steep slopes are another detriment. But 

such features arenõt impenetrable barriers to badgers, 

and I suspect they occupy most of the flats and open 

ridges. Iõve seen tracks near Sadaõs Pine, and Iõve come 

across one foraging on the grassy hillside below 

Rooster Comb. Any day you come across a badger is a 

red-letter day, for badgers occur in low numbers even 

in prime habitat and are more likely to be out at night. 

If youõre lucky enough to cross paths with one, thereõs 

an excitability factor in the air, because you never 

know how a badger will react. Often, theyõll simply do 

what most mammals do when confronted by a human: 

run. Badgers arenõt built for speed, but theyõre faster 

than they look. Theyõve been clocked at 19 MPH, 

which seems like a misprint, but rest assured, theyõre 

faster than you and I. 

But badgers donõt always run. If thereõs a burrow 

nearby, theyõre just as likely to duck into it, and if 

youõre patient you can quietly sit by a short distance 

away and wait for them to emerge. If youõve got the 

mettle to remain quiet and observant for a half hour or 

so, you might see the badger pop back out and carry on 

as if you werenõt there. Itõs always a treat to watch a 

badger dig, throwing back mounds of dirt in minutes. 

Either way, the result is often a memorable wildlife 

encounter. The only mammals Iõd rather see in the 

park are ringtails and spotted skunks, but only because 

Iõve never seen either before. Of the mammals Iõve 

come across, Iõd rather watch a badger than a bobcat, 

coyote, elk, or even mountain lion.  

If luck is truly on your side your badger sighting 

might include some incredible interspecies behavior: a 

badger and coyote hunting together. Youõd think those 

two would be rivals, but accounts of them joining 

forces arenõt tall tales: thereõs documentation, 

including a viral video taken at an underpass nearby in 

Coyote Valley. Accounts of coyotes and badgers 

hunting together are many and go back several 

centuries; thereõs Native American pottery with 

depictions of badgers and coyotes together. Texas 

folklorist J. Frank Dobie devoted an entire chapter in 

his wonderful book about coyotes to the partnership 

between the two species. The two travel together 

searching for rodents. When they arrive at a suitable 

burrow the badger starts digging. If successful, the 

badger claims the prize. If the prey is flushed, the 

coyote typically grabs it. The partnership only extends 

so farñwhichever ends up with the prize doesnõt share 

it, and apparently the odd man out doesnõt try to claim 

a share. Itõs as if thereõs an understanding between the 
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Creatures of Coe: Badger continued... 

two, but what intrigues me most is how these 

partnerships form in the first place. Animals of the 

same species obviously communicate with each other, 

but how does a coyote solicit a badger (or vice versa) 

to collaborate on a winner-take-all hunting venture? If I 

had to guess, Iõd figure these partnerships originate as 

the coyoteõs idea, given their resourcefulness, but I 

donõt know. I donõt know if anyone does. 

Occasionally, a badger will join a pair of coyotes. I 

stumbled across such a situation one afternoon when I 

saw a coyote and a badger side by side at a burrow at 

the bottom of a gentle ravine, with a second coyote 

watching the proceedings fifty feet away. That second 

coyote spotted me immediately and gave out a warning 

yip which caused both coyotes to vanish. The badger 

kept digging as I walked right up behind it. When it 

stopped, the badger, instead of facing me, started 

walking down the ravine, while I followed twenty feet 

behind. It traveled a couple of hundred yards until it 

discovered another burrow and began digging, still 

acting oblivious to my presence. I again walked right 

up behind it and cleared my throat, at which point it 

wheeled around quickly and uttered a deep, guttural 

growl as if it were a dwarf bear. That was definitely an 

example of some interspecies communication and I 

knew exactly what that meant; I backed away. That 

may have been the last time I went out into the field 

without a camera. So yeah, Iõd rather come across a 

badger than a mountain lion.     

                                    * * *  

Habitat loss has taken a lot of prime land away from 

badgers, and unlike coyotes, foxes, or bobcats, badgers 

canõt persist in suburbs. Not only that, they have a hard 

time hanging on in orchards, vineyards, or planted 

fields, so open spaces may not be adequate unless the 

land is in a natural condition. And even where such 

habitats persist, roads and vehicles pose a serious 

threat: cars have claimed many a badger along Pacheco 

Pass, Highway 25, and a number of other roads 

coursing through badger habitat. For a creature with so 

few enemies, badgers remain vulnerable to 

automobiles.  

Unfortunately, neither their digging prowess nor 

their attitude can counter that.             
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S 
tuart Organo, Supervising Ranger for the 

Gavilan Sector, is retiring soon.  Stuart has held 

this position for eighteen years and is the longest 

serving supervisor in Gavilan Sectorõs history. 

A native of Santa Maria, California, Stuart began 

backpacking in the Los Padres National Forest when he 

was in high school.  His experiences there motivated 

his decision to make a career in the natural world his 

lifeõs work.  He received his Bachelor of Science 

Degree in Forestry from Cal Poly San Luis Obispo in 

1998.  After graduation, he and his wife, Amy 

Palkovic, also a Forestry major, began working 

seasonally for California State Parks. 

What followed were a series of seasonal positions.  

For Stuart they were primarily as a maintenance park 

aid while Amy found work as an assistant resource 

ecologist.  They worked at Pismo State Beach, Marina 

State Beach, Pt. Lobos State Preserve, Lake Perris, and 

Oceano Dunes. 

In 2001 Stuart was accepted into the California 

State Parks Peace Officer Academy at Asilomar and 

was part of the first class to graduate post 9/11.  He 

then participated in a field training program provided 

by the Monterey District.  His first assignment was 

Fremont Peak State Park in the Gavilan Sector where 

he became certified as a firearms instructor, defensive 

tactics instructor, and weapons inspector. 

Following this, a two-year assignment as a Ranger 

1 in the Monterey Sector provided him with the 

experience to promote to Supervising Ranger of the 

Gavilan Sector in 2007 where he worked with now 

retired Coe rangers Barry Breckling, Cameron Bowers, 

and Sheryl Neufeld. 

Asked what he liked best about his career, Stuart 

replied teaching at the California State Parks Peace 

Officer Academy as a Defensive Tactics Staff Instructor 

2004-2025:  Mott Training Center at Asilomar, 

Gavilan College, Camp San Luis Obispo, and most 

recently, the Butte College Academy in Oroville.  

Over 21 years, Stuart has participated in over 10,000 

hours of training and instruction and has trained 

hundreds of officers in the Departmentõs Defensive 

Tactics Program. 

Stuartõs plans for retirement include home 

improvement and international travel. 

Stuart Organo is Retiring 
by Teddy Goodrich  

H. Sapiens Rangerus Supervirens in his natural habitat.  
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These are his parting words:  

òThe last thing I want to say to the State Volunteers 

and the Pine Ridge Association members is this:  The 

Pine Ridge Association Board and membership, and 

individuals in the State Volunteer program will always 

have greater longevity than any single employee that 

works for the Department.  Please continue to 

advocate for the best interest of the park.  It will need 

your continued support and advocacy in partnership 

with the Department to continue to protect the natural 

and cultural resources that are unique to Henry W. 

Coe State Park, and to meet the challenges of the 

future. 

òAs my public service comes to an end, I would like 

to thank you all for your continued service and support 

for the park.ó 

Thank you, 

Stuart Organo 

Supervising Ranger (Retired) 

Henry W. Coe State Park 

 

Stuart, our very best wishes to you as your new life 

unfolds!  We will miss you! 

Stuart Organo is Retiring continued... 

Stuartõs Gavilan Sector Ranger colleagues for many, many years. Left to Right: Derek Davis, John Verhoeven, Jennifer Naber, David 

Hermitte, and Stuart Organo. 


