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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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Condors at Anderson 
by Joseph Belli 

I n early August a group of ten California condors 

headed north and took up temporary residence 

near the drawn-down shores of Anderson 

Reservoir. The birds were roosting in the pines along 

Dunne Avenue and were highly visible for several days, 

to the delight of birders and wildlife photographers. 

Condors tend to be unfazed by human activity, so 

throngs of people were able to get good looks at one of 

the largest and rarest birds in the world. 

The episode was pretty typical for condors-- 

they're social and often travel in groups, in part 

because extra eyes help find food sooner. Once a food 

source is discovered, they hang around until the carcass 

is depleted, perhaps a couple of days, before heading 

elsewhere. There were reports of the birds feeding on 

something-- cow, deer, pig, or elk-- down along the 

born-again creek flowing through what until recently 

was the bottom of the reservoir, but once that played 

out, the birds left. 

Then something interesting occurred: condors kept 

returning. As I write this in mid-October, condors-- 

mostly juveniles-- keep coming back to Anderson, and 

since the initial visitation in early August, hardly a 

week has gone by without at least one. Recently, 

condors roosting near Anderson have continued to 

venture farther north, exploring Coyote Ridge, the 

outskirts of Evergreen in southeast San Jose, and Sunol 

Regional Wilderness south of Livermore. 

This is a behavioral twist; while condors have been 

venturing north since 2004, they've mostly avoided the 

western edge of the Diablo Range. Prior to this year, 

most flights through Coe have gone through the middle 

and eastern edge of the park, perhaps on the way to San 

Antonio Valley and beyond. 2025, though, has seen an 

abundance of activity in places like Soap Lake just east 

of Gilroy and Harvey Bear County Park east of San 

Martin. 

Among the birds frequenting the area was condor 

#1031, who earlier this week flew around Pine Ridge 

for an hour or two before spending the night along 

Middle Ridge. She must have been highly visible for a 

while, but I don't know if anyone noticed her. She 

happens to be a condor celebrity; also known as Iniko, 

#1031 hatched in a redwood nest in Big Sur and 

miraculously survived the Dolan Fire of 2020. That 

inferno took the lives of a dozen of her cohorts, 

including her father, #167, who had been the oldest 

condor in the flock. #1031 was evacuated by the 

Ventana Wildlife Society crew and spent months 

recovering in captivity at the Los Angeles Zoo before 

her triumphant return to the wild nearly a year later. 

                               * * *  

What all this means, if anything, is hard to say; 

perhaps these events are random and not part of a 

pattern. But for the past four years an increasing 

number of condors has been spending time along 

Pacheco Pass in summer and early fall, only to retreat 

south as the days shorten. But somehow, I have to 

believe, those birds will retain memories of their 

summer at Anderson, and if all goes well we might be 

treated to more visits in the years to come. 
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Condors spotted above Dunne Ave near Woodchopper Picnic Area. 
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Creatures of Coe 

Skunk 
             by Joseph Belli 

E veryone's familiar with skunks. People who 

couldn't tell a fox from a coyote or a bobcat 

from a mountain lion have no trouble 

identifying a skunk. Their reputation precedes them. 

Skunks, close relatives of weasels, occur only in the 

Western Hemisphere. They're omnivores, mostly 

nocturnal, and, like bears, raccoons, and humans, are 

plantigrade, with larger hind feet and a gait in which 

the toes are flat against the ground. Their front claws 

are long and designed for digging, though they don't 

excavate extensive burrows like badgers and ground 

squirrels. They're susceptible to rabies, though 

transmission from skunks to humans is rare. 

But none of those factoids address what you're 

really curious about, the smell, which is both the 

elephant and the 800-pound gorilla in the room. So 

let's get down to the nitty gritty and talk about that 

skunk funk.     

                                      * * *   

That notorious stench emanates, not surprisingly, 

from a pair of glands at the base of the tail and is 

comprised of sulfur-based chemical compounds called 

thiols. They're delivered by way of a yellow liquid that 

skunks spray with surprising accuracy for up to fifteen 

feet. And while the spray is definitely a deterrent, and 

plenty irritating if it gets in the eyes, it leaves no lasting 

damage. Skunks are capable of reloading and firing 5-6 

blasts of that vile liquid, but one shot is often sufficient, 
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Creatures of Coe: Skunk continued... 

and skunks would rather not deplete the entire arsenal 

since it takes over a week to replenish. After all, it's 

not like they have a backup plan for self defense. 

Perhaps that's why skunks usually give ample warning 

before firing away, stomping their front feet and raising 

their tail while waving it ominously back and forth. 

Skunks may go to great lengths to avoid spraying, 

but in some situations spraying is involuntary. Shooting 

a skunk is one such circumstance; running one over is 

another. Skunks, to their detriment, are poorly 

equipped to cross roads; they're slow, meandering, and 

have poor eyesight. Even their color works against 

them, though I suppose being solid black would be 

even worse. We've all smelled road-killed skunk many 

times. Some people claim, at least at a distance, that 

they rather enjoy the fragrance. I'm mighty suspicious 

of such folks in the same way that I cast a sideways 

glance at people who purchase abstract art or enjoy 

eating cauliflower. What impresses me most is how 

pervasive that scent can be: under òoptimaló conditions 

it can linger for weeks and be detected over three miles 

away. That's some powerful funk. 

                                      * * *  

Skunks may be highly recognizable, but many 

people err in assuming they are, like narwhals and 

aardvarks, monotypic, comprised of a single species. 

That's not at all the case. There are a number of 

different skunk species, a dozen to be exact, including 

five in the US. The largest and most widespread is the 

striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis) which ranges from 

northern Mexico to the southern half of Canada and is 

one of the few mammal species found in all 48 

contiguous states. It's the critter everyone pictures 

when they think of a skunk. And though we're all 

familiar with their appearance, striped skunks possess 

some characteristics you may not have noticed: a thin 

strip of white fur running down the middle of the face, 

and a pair of broad white stripes along the back 

separating at the back of the head and coming together 

at the base of the tail. 

In California striped skunks are present throughout 

most of the state, absent only from deserts and 

elevations over 6,000 feet. They thrive in a number of 

habitats and have fared well in the face of human 

changes on the landscape, for they do just fine in 

farmland and suburbs. If you see (or more likely smell) 

a skunk in the park, chances are it's a striped skunk. 

But not necessarily. There's a second skunk 

inhabiting Coe, one that's as elusive as the striped 

skunk is common. Western spotted skunks (Spilogale 

gracilis) are found throughout most of the western US 

and northern Mexico. Their name isn't all that 
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