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Thanks for 25 Years of Generous
Support 

From the President’s Keyboard

Dear CNGA Members,

As CNGA reaches the close of its 25th year, I wish to thank all the past and
current Board Members for the work they have done and for their dedication to
CNGA. Join me in thanking all the Past Presidents who led CNGA throughout
the years since its creation in 1991 (in chronological order): Robert Delzell, Ted
Adams, Patricia Gouveia, Dan Strait, Mark Stromberg, Dr. John Menke, Frank
Chan, Jeff Hart, John Anderson, Mike Conner, Richard Nichols, Jeanne Wirka,
Mary McClanahan, Chris Rose, Erik Gantenbein, Randi Paris, David Amme,
Wade Belew, Jim Hanson, and Jon O’Brien. 

I thank our long-time Mulenbergia sponsors, Hedgerow Farms and S&S Seeds,
and welcome our newest sponsor, Dudek Environmental and Engineering
Consulting. Many thanks to our corporate sponsors at the Stipa pulchra level,
Poa secunda level, and Associate members, our lifelong members, sustaining
members, and every individual member for your continuous support. We
couldn’t have done all we have through these 25 years without your support, but
there is much more to be done.

Now, more than ever, we need your help to take this organization through the
next 25 years! There are many challenges in the grassland and restoration fields
(global climate change, development, nitrogen deposition, new noxious pests,
etc.) and we need your support to keep working toward our goals in the
conservation, restoration, and protection of historical native grasslands through
advocacy, education, outreach and research. 

If you haven’t renewed your membership yet, please do so and invite your friends
to join as well. If you own or work for a business, please consider being one of
our Corporate Sponsors. Your business will be mentioned at all of our
workshops, listed on our website and promoted in our Grasslands journal. We
also gladly accept donations at any time. Visit www.cnga.org for more details
on memberships or donations. If you have extra energy, we would love to have
you volunteer for one of our committees or consider participating as a Board
Member. 

I’ll end with a quote: 

“A world of grass and flowers stretched around me, rising and falling in gentle
undulations, as if an enchanter had struck the ocean swell, and it was at rest
forever…” - Eliza Steele, Summer Journey in the West (1840)

Sincerely,

J.P.
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Grasslands Submission Guidelines
Send written submissions, as email attachments, to
grasslands@cnga.org. All submissions are reviewed by the
Grasslands Editorial Committee for suitability for
publication. Contact the Editor, Kristina Wolf, for formatting
specifications: grasslands@cnga.org.

Written submissions include peer-reviewed research
reports and non-refereed articles, such as progress reports,
observations, field notes, interviews, book reviews, and
opinions. 

Also considered for publication are high-resolution color
photographs. For each issue, the Editorial Committee votes
on photos that will be featured on our full-color covers.
Send photo submissions (at least 300 dpi resolution), as
email attachments, to Kristina Wolf at grasslands@cnga.org.
Include a caption and credited photographer’s name.

Submission deadlines for articles:
Spring 2017 — Feb 15, 2017  p Summer 2017 — May 15, 2017  p Fall 2017 — Aug 15, 2017  p Winter 2018 — Nov 15, 2017
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Yocha Dehe Ranch in the Capay Valley and Chanslor Ranch at
Bodega Bay recently hosted CNGA “pasture walks” for people
interested in how to better manage grasslands. Local Resource
Conservation Districts, the NRCS, the nonprofit organization
Fibershed, and others helped spread the word about the events. Both
gatherings were great fun, and participants included ranchers and
other land managers of all sorts.

ese pasture walks focused on exploring the land as a group,
learning about ecological functions and how to improve them
through management. All were interested in how natural processes
characteristic of California grasslands and rangelands minimized
overgrazing of plants, maintained good soil cover and plant vigor,
effectively recycled old litter, and produced topsoil that stored
massive amounts of atmospheric carbon dioxide in the soil.

e group talked through many important questions during the
pasture walk. What became of those natural processes aer humans
arrived and made management changes? What are the possibilities
for shiing our management to increase native perennial grasses and
forbs in California's annual grasslands? What are the implications
for reducing the effects of drought if we shi how we think about
and manage our grasslands?

Interested in having a pasture walk in your neighborhood? Contact
CNGA for more information, and we will work with you to schedule
an event.

CNGA’s Pasture Walks Prove Popular by Richard King, CNGA Board Member

Pasture walk participants tour a coastal ranch. Photo: Saxon Holt
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Friendly, 
Knowledgeable,
Helpful, Staff

100% California Natives
Drought Tolerant
Attracts Wildlife

www.thewatershednursery.com  Open Tue–Sun 10am–4pm 
601 A Canal Blvd, Pt. Richmond, CA 94804   (510) 234-2222

Introducing CNGA’s
2017 Board of

Directors
Officers
President

Jean-Philippe “JP” Marié
Vice-President

Andrea Williams
Secretary

Jodie Sheffield
Treasurer

Jennifer Buck-Diaz

Newly Elected Directors-At-Large
Elise Gornish
Jaymee Marty
Kristina Wolf

Returning Directors-At-Large
Michelle Cooper

Robert Evans
Michele Hammond

Jim Hanson
Richard King
Billy Krimmel

Jeff Wilcox

CNGA Extends a Big Thank You to
Outgoing Board Members and Staff
From the Board: Emily Allen, Zachary Principe,

Andrew Rayburn, and Sheri Spiegel

From Staff: Liz Cieslak and Rebecca Green 

Meet the Newest Directors on the Board
Elise Gornish is a Cooperative Extension Specialist at the University
of California, Davis. Her research focuses on using integrated
approaches to develop and deploy effective restoration and land
management strategies in working and natural grassland systems.
She conducts extensive outreach programs throughout the state
focused on both restoration of grassland systems as well as invasive
plant management. Elise is chairman of the CNGA Workshop
Committee. 

Jaymee Marty is the owner of Marty Ecological Consulting based in
Sacramento, CA. She has over 20 years of academic, military and
professional experience in the fields of ecology and conservation
biology. Prior to starting her own business, she spent 13 years
working for The Nature Conservancy as an ecologist leading teams
of scientists to address complex conservation issues using cutting
edge science and planning methodologies. She has extensive
experience with research, restoration and management of riparian,
vernal pool, seasonal wetland and grassland habitats. Jaymee
worked for 17 years as an officer in the Air Force Reserves applying
her ecological expertise to natural resource management issues at
Travis, Beale and March Air Force Bases. Jaymee earned a B.S. in
management from Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University and holds
a Ph.D. in Ecology from the University of California, Davis. Jaymee
previously served on the CNGA Board from 2004 to 2007—welcome
back, Jaymee!

Kristina Wolf is research coordinator for the Russell Ranch
Sustainable Agriculture Facility, housed in the U.C. Davis Agricultural
Sustainability Institute. She collaborates with researchers around
the globe to investigate sustainable farming practices to reduce
pesticide use, improve soil health and quality, increase yields,
conserve water, and enhance ecosystems services derived from
agricultural lands. She researches and manages complex
agricultural systems in which plants, soils, and animals (livestock
and wildlife) and the humans that manage these systems interact
in the changing and dynamic climate of arid and semi-arid
Mediterranean ecosystems. Kristina completed a PhD in Ecology
with a focus in agroecology and restoration ecology at U.C. Davis,
and has additional advanced degrees in Animal Science (BS, minor
in Range Resources) and Soil Science (MS) from Cal Poly, SLO.
Kristina is the new editor of the CNGA journal, Grasslands. 
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Sleeping Beneath the Weeds: Unearthing California
Native Seeds by Craig Dremann1

In 1992, Michael Shaw and I started working on his 74-acre
property in La Selva Beach, California at the corner of Highway
1 and the San Andreas Road in Santa Cruz County. Straddling
two former Spanish Land grants, the Shaw land had been grazed
for at least 100 years, and perhaps even longer. A 1992 vegetation
survey of the oak woodland and coastal grasslands (by Randall
Morgan; see http://www.ecoseeds.com/shawlist.html) found that
only 1% native understory cover remained. e remaining 99%
of the understory community included 105 nonnative species: 28
exotic grasses including ripgut brome (Bromus diandrus), Italian
ryegrass (Lolium multiflorum), and sixweeks fescue (Festuca
myuros); 64 broadleaf weed species including Malta starthistle
(Centaurea melitensis), field bindweed (Convolvulus arvensis), and
blessed milkthistle (Silybum marianum); 12 species of woody
plants and briars including silver wattle (Acacia dealbata),
silverleaf cotoneaster (Cotoneaster pannosus), and Himalayan

blackberry (Rubus armeniacus); and, one perennial bulb species
(Zantedeschia aerthiopica; calla lily).

Shaw started managing the annual and biennial weeds by mowing
them before any seeds ripened in spring, and raking off and
removing the cut weed straw to allow light to reach the soil and to
remove the allelochemicals contained in the straw (Liu and Lovett
1993). e perennial weeds and shrubs needed mowing or
cutting, then a dab of Roundup to kill the roots, which was applied
by hand with wick wands. By 1997, good results were seen as
dormant native seeds and bulbs started sprouting and
reestablishing in the community. 

Appearing as if by magic, native species sprouted up, including
11 grasses such as California brome (Bromus carinatus), Torrey
melic (Melica torreyana), purple needlegrass (Stipa pulchra), and
the uncommon California bottlebrush grass (Elymus californicus);
85 broadleaf species including California aster (Aster chilensis),
dense boisduvalia (Epilobium densiflorum), and California bee
plant (Scrophularia californica); 5 species of ferns and horsetails
including California wood fern (Dryopteris argute), horsetail
(Equisetum laevigatum), and Western sword fern (Polystichum
munitum); 10 species of lilies and orchids including harvest

1Craig founded e Reveg Edge Services based in Redwood City, CA,
and has been developing native grassland ecological restoration
technologies since 1972. His restoration goal of at least 95% of diverse
native cover is the theme of his workshops, which helped establish the
USFS native grass programs in nine Western States. He can be contacted
at: craig@ecoseeds.com. continued next page

Swallowtail butterfly and Douglas iris on the Shaw property. Photo: Michael Shaw
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brodiaea (Brodiaea elegans), coast piperia (Piperia elegans), and
Western blue-eyed grass (Sisyrinchium bellum); and 16 species of
rushes and sedges including short stem sedge (Carex brevicaulis),
needle spikerush (Eleocharis acicularis), and Pacific woodrush
(Luzula subsessilis). In addition, removal of nonnative competitors
benefited the 26 native trees and shrub species already present,
including California hazelnut (Corylus cornuta var. californica),
California wax myrtle (Morella californica), and California
wildrose (Rosa californica).

By 2000, aer almost a decade of restoration efforts, the native
cover reached 85% and two new undescribed species were found
on the property (a Gnaphalium and a Sanicula species). By 2012,
the native cover on Shaw’s property was estimated at 94%. ese
remarkable restoration successes inspired us to write an article in
the journal Ecological Restoration about the project, and it was the
cover article for the June 2002 issue (Dremann and Shaw 2002). 

Dormant native seeds potentially lie in soils underneath weed-
dominated communities all over California (e.g., Rayburn 2016).
We estimated that the soil seed bank at Shaw’s property was more
than 100 years old. e question is, if Shaw had not removed the
weeds to favor the dormant native seeds, how many more years
would those seeds have remained viable? A dozen? A few more
decades? If we do not start managing for these dormant native
seeds in the next decade or so, they may not be alive in the future
for others to recover their valuable genetic material. By reviving
the native material in the seed bank, difficult restoration decisions
and methodologies are avoided, bypassing the guessing game of

restoring the native landscape to what it may have been. Instead,
the original species, along with local genetic material, emerge
precisely where they had been growing for thousands of years
before the weeds arrived.

Visiting Shaw’s property now is like entering a time machine and
going back 300 years before the first Europeans, and weeds, came
to California. e property is currently for sale by Shaw, and it is
hoped that a University, Open Space District, or other Land
Conservancy would be interested in purchasing it to preserve it as
one of the best restored examples of central California oak
woodland and grassland. Otherwise, it is the largest privately-
owned piece of coastal property that remains between Santa Cruz
and Monterey, so would be a prime property to subdivide and
develop, destroying all of Shaw’s hard work. 

References

Dremann, C.C., and M. Shaw. 2002. “Releasing the native seedbank: An
innovative approach to restoring a coastal California ecosystem.”
Ecological Restoration 20(2):103–107. Available online at:
http://www.ecoseeds.com/shaw.pdf.

Liu, D.L., and J.V. Lovett. 1993. “Biologically active secondary metabolites
of barley. I.” Journal of Chemical Ecology 19:2217.

Rayburn, A.P. 2016. “Seedbanks in restored and degraded annual
California grasslands: Implications for management.” Grasslands 26(4):
6–9.

Sleeping Beneath the Weeds continued

Security Seed Services
__________

Native Seed Production
California, Arizona, and Oregon

__________

288 Maple Hill Drive NW
Salem, OR  94304

Phone: (503) 910-0575
Fax: (503) 540-0726
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Identification and Appreciation the
Native and Naturalized Grasses of
California, Saturday, May 13, 2017
Grasses are fun and challenging to identify. Learn basic
skills of identifying grasses and about California’s
grassland ecology in the 1-day classroom and field
workshop. We will spend part of the day in the lab and
the rest out exploring grasses and grassland plants in
the stunning coastal prairie grasslands at Bodega
Marine Reserve and Laboratory.

Pasture Walks: Let’s look at the land together, see
how grasslands work, and discuss management
implications. Read about pasture walks in this issue!

Planned Grazing Workshop: Managing land is
extremely complex. Ranchers will learn how to create
the best possible grazing plan for the coming year.
You will address all the variables needing attention
and go home with a sound grazing plan.

Monitoring Grassland Health and Soil Carbon
Workshop: Ranchers and land managers usually have
either little time, money, or expertise to evaluate and
document the effects of their management on
grasslands. Attendees will learn simple, powerful, and
inexpensive methods to monitor and document
changes in grassland ecosystem processes. 

CNGA Spring 2017 Workshops

Hedgerow Farms. Photo: emily Allen

10th Annual CNGA Field Day at
Hedgerow Farms, Friday, April 21, 2017
Join us to celebrate our 26th anniversary. This full-day
workshop is jam-packed with presentations by
experts, field tours of lush fields of native grasses and
forbs, networking, and and time to appreciate the
beautiful scenery in Winters CA. More details to come.

And more workshops in the works! 
We are still working on scheduling more 2017 workshops and will notify members of final details by Grass-blast
emails. Look for updates on our website at cnga.org or follow us on Facebook. Here are some of the workshop
we’re planning: 
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GETTING TO kNOW GRASSLAND RESEARCHERS: 

Marina LaForgia  by Kristina Wolf, Grasslands Editor

What is your study system? What are your primary
research goals?

I work in annual grasslands, specifically in the serpentine areas of
McLaughlin Natural Reserve, a goldmine turned UC reserve.
ese grasslands typically have smaller native grass components
but are extremely high in native forb diversity. e goal of my
research is to understand how variation in rainfall, namely
drought, interacts with invasive grasses to affect these native
annual forbs. At my study site in Lake County, native annual forb
diversity aboveground has been declining over the past 15 years,
yet this is only part of the story because many of these species
maintain persistent seed banks. e seed bank is both one of the
most important parts of this
system as well as the biggest
unknown. By looking at the
changes in the seed bank and
associated functional traits, I
am trying to tease apart what
types of forb species are most
vulnerable to future changes in
climate as well as competition
from invasives. 

Who is your audience?

My research is inspired by
basic ecological concepts of
coexistence and diversity but it
also has relevant and
important consequences for
restoration and management. I
aim to build on these ecological theories with empirical evidence
while also actively pursuing management through my work as a
student liaison for the California Invasive Plant Council.
Understanding the seed bank of these systems is incredibly
important in order to help manage invasive plant populations,
propagate native species, and restore damaged ecosystems.

Who has inspired you, including your mentors?

I have been inspired by many great mentors, so it is impossible to
list them all. I would have to say that I would never have gotten
involved with ecological research without Uromi Goodale, who
was a post-doc during the time I was an undergraduate at UC San
Diego. en, Peter Adler at Utah State University introduced me
to coexistence theory (I have been hooked ever since). At UC
Davis, Andrew Latimer has been such a huge support to my
research and my time as a graduate student and for that I am so
grateful. When I first arrived here, it was Susan Harrison who
sparked my love of grasslands - she has devoted her life to studying
serpentine plant communities and her energy in the field is
unmatched. Finally I am continually inspired by the entire Cal-

IPC organization. ey are an amazing group of dedicated, hard-
working people and I am incredibly proud to be a part of their
group.

How has or will your research align with the mission of
CNGA “to promote, preserve, and restore the diversity
of California’s native grasses and grassland
ecosystems through education, advocacy, research,
and stewardship”?

rough my research, I seek to understand how grassland
ecosystems are changing in California so we can better preserve
and restore them. Beyond my research, I also advocate for

grassland ecosystems by
working closely with
undergraduate students just
beginning to dip their toes into
science. I have mentored over
20 undergraduate interns as
they have assisted me with my
research and I strive to instill an
appreciation for grasslands by
teaching them about seed banks
and bringing them into the field
with me. My goal with these
interns is not only to assist them
in gaining research experience,
but also to have them appreciate
the beauty and diversity of our
grasslands. I also work to
preserve and restore grasslands

as a part of Cal-IPC, which collaborates with researchers and
professionals across California to protect our wildlands from the
damaging effects of invasive species.

Why do you love grasslands?

I love grasslands because they are oen very unassuming and hide
a lot of their beauty. When I first started working in grasslands I
missed the charismatic forests of the east coast and the aromatic
sage of the Great Basin, but I have grown to love and respect the
grasslands in which I work. ese grasslands demand attention. I
remember my first time working in a serpentine area of
McLaughlin, I was astounded at how bare and rocky the ground
was, but then I leaned a little closer and the ground exploded with
life. Twenty different native wildflower species came into view,
each tinier than the last. Not surprisingly, the thing I love most
about grasslands though are the seed banks. ey hold all the
secrets that we cannot see, but they can tell us what an area used
to look like as well as what it may look like again in the future. 
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In Search of an “Honest” Grass by Andrew P. Rayburn1

Diogenes was a Greek philosopher known for a cynical view of
human nature and for challenging societal norms and customs.
According to historical accounts, he used to stroll around Athens in
broad daylight, carrying a lit lamp. When asked why he did so, he
purportedly answered that he was “just looking for an honest man”
(or a real “human being” – see Lives of Eminent Philosophers by
Diogenes Laertius, translated and published in 1979), implying that
his search was never-ending since he was surrounded by irrational
scoundrels that lacked virtue and did not live according to reason. 

In the Central Valley of California, the search for remnant native
grasses amongst the ocean of invasive plant species can oen feel as
futile as Diogenes’ search for an honest person amongst the citizens
of Athens. So many of our native grasslands have been lost to
development or converted to agriculture, and those that remain are
oen highly degraded due to myriad factors such as fragmentation,
over-grazing, invasive species, and fire suppression. Even a trained
ecologist or botanist, not to mention a casual observer, may find it
difficult to find any native grasses persisting within the dense stands
of nonnative species such as ripgut brome (Bromus diandrus), barbed
goatgrass (Aegilops triuncialis), medusahead (Elymus caput-
medusae), filaree (Erodium spp.), perennial pepperweed (Lepidium

latifolium), yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis), and countless
others that have taken over Valley grasslands. 

Over the past five years, I have been fortunate to spend a substantial
amount of time conducting ecological surveys and studies in
grasslands, woodlands, and riparian areas in many Central Valley
locations. I also enjoyed hiking and exploring many places,
oentimes at the end of a long field day. Sometimes I was tasked with
searching for remnant native species specifically as part of biological
inventories, but more oen than not I was mapping invasive species,
surveying for special-status plants, or assessing the restoration
potential of a degraded area. No matter how dense the invasive
species around me, I always tried to keep my own lamp lit while
searching (oen futilely) for remnant native grasses and other
species. Besides the philosophical satisfaction of simply knowing
native grass species have managed to persist, conservation of local
genetics is vital to conserving and propagating species that are best
suited to local conditions. In addition, the presence of remnant
native grasses and other species on potential restoration sites will
inform the methods used, as well as the restoration objectives
(Rayburn et al. 2016). 

I offer these brief accounts as inspiration for you to be mindful when
in the field and to not give up hope that some native grasses may still

1Former Grasslands Editor and CNGA Board member;
aprayburn@gmail.com

continued next page

Figure 1. Native deergrass (Muhlenbergia rigens; foreground
right) alongside invasive ravennagrass (Saccharum ravennae)
on Middle Cache Creek, Yolo County.

Figure 2. Native big squirreltail (elymus multisetus, foreground)
growing in rock cracks near the summit of Berryessa Peak in Yolo
County. Photos: Andrew rayburn
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be present on some of your own sites. Much of my time has been
spent on Cache Creek in Yolo County, assisting the County with
vegetation mapping, restoration planning, and other tasks. Cache
Creek has many challenges, including numerous invasive species,
significant water diversions for agriculture, and a history of intensive
in-channel gravel mining. However, I stumbled upon a large, dense
patch of remnant creeping wildrye (Elymus triticoides) along lower
Cache Creek in 2015 that will likely serve as a propagule source for
future restoration projects along the creek. Also, while mapping
invasive species along the middle stretch of the creek upstream of
Capay Dam in 2016, I was pleased to find many robust individuals
of deergrass (Muhlenbergia rigens) and small patches of creeping
wildrye, as well as large stands of purple needlegrass (Stipa pulchra)
in the understory of oak woodlands on upper terraces above the
creek (Fig. 1 and cover photo). 

In the Northern Coast Range west of Davis in 2013, I found several
species of native grasses in rocky outcrops where they had been
protected from grazing. I could recognize blue wildrye (Elymus
glaucus), California melicgrass (Melica californica), big squirreltail
(Elymus multisetus), and the annual small fescue (Festuca
microstachys) growing alongside native yarrow (Achillea millefolium)
and at least one species of native lupine. High up near the peak of
Berryessa Mountain, I found the distinctive seedheads of big
squirreltail again nestled between rocks in 2015 (Fig. 2). Further
afield in Sonoma County, Jeff Wilcox and I have found many
remnant native grass species on Mitsui Ranch, a degraded rangeland
site undergoing restoration on Sonoma Mountain since 2011. e
ranch was over-grazed for decades or longer, and has been heavily
invaded by medusahead, ripgut brome, and other annual grasses,
filaree, purple starthistle (Centaurea calcitrapa), and many other

In Search of an “Honest” Grass continued

continued next page
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In Search of an “Honest” Grass
continued

species. Implementation of prescribed burning and altered grazing
regimes have helped to reveal numerous remnant grasses still
present, including blue wildrye, California melicgrass, creeping
wildrye, purple needlegrass, small fescue, California bromegrass
(Bromus carinatus), California oatgrass (Danthonia californica),
Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis), meadow barley (Hordeum
brachyantherum), semaphore grass (Pleuropogon californicus),
manna grass (Glyceria leptostachya), and bentgrass (Agrostis pallens)
as well as numerous native forbs including shooting star
(Dodecatheon clevelandii ssp. clevelandii) (Fig. 3). Many of these
grasses are found in rocky areas or on steep slopes that were less
accessible to livestock that have intensively grazed the site for over
100 years or more. As restoration of the site continues, we are using
these remnant native grasses as a reference when developing seed
mixes with assistance from Hedgerow Farms.

Besides looking for seedheads and other signs in the above-ground
plant community, how else might you detect native grasses and other
species on your own sites? As described in Rayburn et al. (2016) and
in a summary article in the Fall 2016 issue of Grasslands, collecting
and growing out seedbank samples can provide insight into which
native species may have viable seeds in the soil, even if the plants
themselves are absent. While most of our attention is typically on
the standing vegetation, it can be informative to “shine a light” below
ground as well. 

While they may be hard to find, and are certainly less abundant than
several hundred years ago, remnant native grasses are still present in
many locations in the Central Valley. Land managers and
conservationists are augmenting these remnant populations through
habitat restoration and species reintroduction projects, but
preserving existing grasslands is also vital. Even the most degraded

Figure 3. Native blue wildrye (elymus glaucus) under mature oaks at
Mitsui Ranch in Sonoma County. Photo: Andrew rayburn

grasslands likely still harbor some native plant species, and I
encourage you to keep your own lamp lit when you are out in the field.

References

Laertius, D. 1979. Lives of Eminent Philosophers Vol. I-II. Translated by R.D.
Hicks. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Rayburn, A.P., A. Bradley, C. Schriefer, and E.A. Laca. 2016. “Seedbank–
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Jepson Prairie Preserve, Solano County
by Virginia Boucher1

In the midst of the fertile agricultural land of the enormous
Central Valley of California, Jepson Prairie is a remnant of the
grasslands and freshwater wetlands that dominated the area for
millennia. Jepson Prairie is a true grassland — not a native tree in
sight (Fig. 1) — but it is a very special type of grassland: e best
remaining example of claypan vernal pools and bunchgrass prairie
in the state. And although grasses dominate the landscape, the
prairie provides sweeping displays of flowers during the spring:
concentric rings of brilliant color follow the gradual drying of the
pools in the spring — brilliant yellow goldfields (Lasthenia
californica and other species), deep blue Downingias of various
species, and snow white meadowfoam (Limnanthes douglasii). 

e first botanical interest in the site dates from 1892, when
botanist and conservationist Willis Linn Jepson first visited and
described its unique vernal pool flora. Many of the vernal pool
endemic plants have been given special status as rare, endangered,
or of concern. In addition to the showy, diminutive flowers, the
vernal pool landscape also supports a number of native grasses,
some of which are found either exclusively or primarily in vernal
pool settings. Large stands of delicate, reddish annual hair grass
(Deschampsia danthonioides), sway gracefully, and are joined by
the aptly named California semaphore grass (Pleuropogon

californicus), with its flaglike spikelets. Populations of purple
needlegrass (Stipa pulchra), California melicgrass (Melica
californica), meadow barley (Hordeum brachyantherum), and
Pacific foxtail (Alopecurus saccatus) also occur. 

Although from a distance Jepson Prairie appears quite flat (and,
indeed, ranges from an elevation of 2m above sea level to a
whopping 8m), it contains surprisingly complex terrain
comprised of shallow pools, or hogwallows, that fill in the spring
and support fabulous displays of very short wildflowers, and
mima mounds, a landscape of bumps resembling miniature
volcanoes. e soils in the pools and the mounds are distinctly
different and support completely different plant communities —
suites of vernal pool specialists that tolerate saturated soils in the
swales and “normal” grassland plants on the mounds. 

Mima mound topography occurs in the west from northern
Alaska to northern Mexico and is found exclusively in treeless,
and generally shrubless, areas. eories of their origin abound,
although consensus does not. For more information, see the
Jepson Prairie Preserve Handbook (http://store.cnps.org/
collections/books/products/the-jepson-prairie-preserve-
handbook-3rd-ed). e handbook also includes other natural
history information and color photos of many wildflowers from
the Preserve.

1Associate Director, UC Davis Natural Reserve System continued next page

Figure 1. Goldfields in the vernal pools. Photo: Virginia Boucher
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e centerpiece of the Prairie is Olcott Lake, a large
playa lake. Although a number of specialist vernal pool
plants have some sort of special status designation,
nearly all of the plant and animal species with federal
listing status occur in or around the preserve’s playa
lakes, particularly Olcott. e Conservancy fairy
shrimp and the vernal pool tadpole shrimp, both
federally listed as endangered, are found in Olcott Lake.
e Lake serves as a breeding ground for the California
tiger salamander, also endangered (Fig. 2), and
provides habitat for the threatened Delta green ground
beetle.

In the winter months, during which it is flooded, Olcott
Lake is host to a wide variety of ducks and geese, and
wading and shore birds. It provides a great layover for
migrating waterfowl with its abundance of
invertebrates, and a variety of ducks (grebes, mallards,
gadwalls, pintails, coots, teal) and wading birds (egrets,
avocets, stilts, yellowlegs) take full advantage.
Occasionally, a flock of white pelicans snoozes on one
of the small islands in the middle of the lake. When you
visit, be sure to bring your binoculars!

Perhaps Olcott Lake’s best kept secret is the presence of
two federally-listed grass species — Colusa grass
(Neostapfia colusana) and Solano grass (Tuctoria
mucronata). Both of these endemic vernal pool grasses
germinate and bloom in the heat of the summer in the bottom of
large playa vernal pools – a time that very little else is green and
growing – and both produce a sticky exudate when in bloom.
Aer many years without sightings of Solano Grass at Jepson
Prairie, seed from another population (there are only three!) was
re-introduced in 2015 in partnership with USFWS, and new
plants were found in 2016.

Jepson Prairie was originally acquired for conservation in 1980
when 1,566 acres were purchased by e Nature Conservancy. In
1997, TNC transferred fee title of the property to the Solano
County Farmlands and Open Space Foundation (now the Solano
Land Trust), while retaining a conservation easement on the land.
Since 1983, the University of California Davis Natural Reserve
System has administered research and teaching at the site and has
provided both management expertise and on-the-ground
assistance. 

e Jepson Prairie Docents comprise a third, autonomous
institution involved in the prairie — and certainly the most
relevant. During the prime visitation season at the prairie, early
March until early May, they lead natural history tours in vernal
pool grasslands and show off the interesting invertebrates and
larval salamanders from Olcott Lake. e tours are scheduled
every weekend during the flowering season, and special tours may
be arranged for weekdays. Although a portion of the property is
open to the general public during daylight hours, docent tours

allow access to areas that are not open. e docents scout the area
for the best masses of bloom before each weekend so that tour
participants are guaranteed to see the best displays. For
information on tours, go to http://www.solanolandtrust.org/
Index.aspx during the spring months.

Jepson Prairie Preserve is about ten miles south of the town of
Dixon, just off Highway 113. From Interstate 80, take Highway
113 south through Dixon and continue for ten miles to the point
where the highway turns 90 degrees to the le. Do not take the
le turn, but continue straight on Cook Lane. Nothing is marked
on the highway, but the abrupt turn in the road will force you to
slow down and recognize the unpaved road that continues
straight. Continue across a small bridge and some railroad tracks
to the interpretive and parking area at the eucalyptus grove. A gate
directly across the road from the eucalyptus trees leads to the
public area north of Olcott Lake. 

Jepson Prairie Preserve continued

Figure 2. California tiger salamander with downingia, goldfields, and
wooly marbles. Photo: Adam Clause
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CNGA’s Bunchgrass Circle
A Special Thank You to our Bunchgrass Circle Members! 
Your support for CNGA is much appreciated.
As a nonprofit organization, CNGA depends on the generous support of our Corporate and Associate members.
Ads throughout the issue showcase levels of Corporate membership ($1,000, $500, $250). Associate members ($125)
are listed below. Visit www.cnga.org for more information on joining at the Corporate or Associate level. 

Corporate Members  
Muhlenbergia rigens
Dudek
Hedgerow Farms
S & S Seeds

Stipa pulchra
Delta Bluegrass Company
Habitat Restoration Sciences
Hanford Applied Restoration
& Conservation

Pacific Coast Seed
Security Seed Services

Poa secunda
Central Coast Land Clearing
Dow AgroSciences
Ecological Concerns Inc
Pacific Restoration Group Inc
Sacramento Area Flood Control Agency
Sun City Lincoln Hills Community Association
Suncrest Nurseries
The Watershed Nursery
WRA Inc

Associate Members  
Carducci Associates Inc
City of Davis 
CNPS, Los Angeles Chapter
Contra Costa Water District
County of Santa Clara Parks & Recreation
East Bay Regional Park District
Integrated Environmental Restoration Services

Inc
Irvine Ranch Conservancy
Marin County Parks
Marty Ecological Consulting
McConnell Foundation 
Mission Livestock Management 
OC (Orange County) Parks
Olofson Environmental Inc
Orinda Horsemen’s Association
Pure Live Seed LLC
Putah Creek Council
Restoration Design Group
Restoration Landscaping Company
Roche + Roche Landscape Architecture
Sacramento Regional County Sanitation Dist.
San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Complex
Saxon Holt Photography
Sequoia Riverlands Trust
Solano County Water Agency
Sonoma County Ag Preservation & Open Space

District 
Sonoma Mountain Institute

Sonoma Mountain Ranch Preservation
Foundation 

Stone Lakes National Wildlife Refuge
Stork Peterkin International Foundation
Truax Company Inc
Westervelt Ecological Services
Yolo County Flood Control and Water

Conservation District
Yolo County Resource Conservation District
Zentner and Zentner 

Pacific 
Restoration 
Group, Inc.

PO Box 429  Perris, CA 92572
951.940.6069



Check Membership Annual Online (color) Ads Grasslands (B&W) Ads Grasslands
one: Level Cost w/link to member website (currently 4 issues/year) Subscriptions

m Muhlenbergia rigens $1,000 At top of CNGA sponsor page LARGE B&W version of online ad 4

m Stipa pulchra $500 Below Muhlenbergia listings MEDIuM B&W version of online ad 3

m Poa secunda $250 Below Stipa listings SMALL B&W version of online ad 2

m Associate/Agency $125 Text listing below Poa sponsors NO AD Text listing in Grasslands 1
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Name _______________________________________________________________________________ 

Title ________________________________________________________________________________

Organization _________________________________________________________________________

Street _______________________________________________________________________________

City _________________________________________________________________________________

State_______________________________________________________  Zip ____________________

Phone _______________________________________________________________________________

Fax __________________________________________________________________________________

Email _______________________________________________________________________________

If there is more than one Corporate member per level, the members will be listed alphabetically.  employee memberships include all the benefits of a personal
membership and the organization determines the recipients of Grasslands subscriptions. Organization may opt for fewer subscriptions.

*CNGA and the California Society for Ecological Restoration offer this joint membership as a benefit to our members. Learn more about SERCAL at sercal.org.

Individual Membership
p REGuLAR: $45/year
p SuSTAINING: $60/year
p JoINT CNGA+SERCAL*: $80/year (save $10)
p STuDENT: $30/year  Please send photocopy of current ID.

p RETIRED: $30/year         
p LIFE: (one-time payment) $500

Corporate Membership and Benefits
All employees of a corporate member receive member
pricing when registering for CNGA events. All membership
benefits are good for 2017. All copies of Grasslands will be
sent to the main contact at the organization.

Not a member? That’s easy to fix! You can also join online at www.cnga.org
CNGA members have voting status, and receive the quarterly Grasslands publication, discounts at workshops, and latest grasslands news.

-  -  -  -  Detach and mail this form with check made out to CNGA. Send to CNGA, P.O. Box 72405, Davis, CA 95617 -  -  -  -  



P.O. Box 72405
Davis, CA 95617
www.CNGA.org

Front cover:  Large remnant stand of purple needlegrass (Stipa pulchra) in the understory of a Valley oak and ghost pine woodland
along Cache Creek, Yolo County, CA. Photo: Andrew rayburn

Back cover:  CNGA Board member Richard King leads a recent pasture walk at a coastal California ranch. Photo: Saxon Holt
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