Flora, Fauna and Findings on the Fair Oaks Bluff

A trail which begins a little north of the Fair GaBluff Plaza leads up to the 4.5 acres called
“The Fair Oaks Bluff”. This small parcel is an ma$reserved forever, as part of the American
River Parkway, for the use and enjoyment of all wieyy venture there to bask in its beauty and
tranquility, and to learn about and connect with diversity of life in this treasure in our

community.

The View

Once at the top, the trail leads across a seastrealm and up towards the oaks along the edge
of the Bluff. A look out over the edge providesatis said to be the most spectacular view in
all of Sacramento County. From the edge, whictb@ia 100 feet above the American River,
one can see, on a clear day, the Sierra Mountaitieteast and Mount Diablo in the Bay Area
to the west. In between, one can view the andieod plains of the American River which
extend over five counties to the South. Becaughisfspectacular view, the Bluff is often

considered "The Jewel of the American River Parkway

The Flora

Away from the edge, the Fair Oaks Bluff is homatgrassy knoll of vegetation that includes
native California prairie grasses and flowers. @wn names for some of the flowers that may

be seen there in the spring and early summer ieclud

to wounds.
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Yellow Common Fiddleneck is often visited by
the Pipevine Swallowtail butterfly for its nectar.
The stems of this plant are juicy and rot easily,
serving to enrich the soil.

Miner's Lettuce — named after the California gold rush mine
who ate it for its vitamin C content to preventrsgu Native  §
Americans also used the tasty round leafed plaahdserb and|
for salads.

Red Maid - can be seen in the early
spring. The blossoms open only in
sunlight, and only last one day. The
seeds of this plant may have been a food
source for the Native Americans.

The Filaree (or Storksbill — so named £
because of its elongated seed pod) — ¥ :
provides a nutritious forage for grazing \ '
animals and leafy vegetable for humang§ g
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Vetch — also serves as good fodder for
grazing animals and enriches the soil. These
were likely introduced by early European
settlers, and have become widespread and
abundant in many areas of California.

Ithuriel's Spear —has a starchy corm (a
short bulb-like underground stem) which
is edible and was a source of food for
many California Indians. There is some
evidence that they cultured it to a small
extent on the Bluff.

Harvest Brodiaea— in the same family as Ithuriel’s
Spear and the Blue Dicks (below), blooms a little
later in the spring.

Blue Dicks— like the others in the family,
have edible bulbs, or corms, which Native
Americans would dig up with sharp sticks.
They could be eaten raw or roasted.
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Wild Sweet Pea - another non-native, is
pretty but is aggressive and may have vines
up to 8 feet long. It is toxic to humans and
livestock.

A small forest oBlue and Interior live oak trees can be
explored on the north side of the grassy knolhef t
Bluff. A number of both native and non-native flexs
intermingle amongst the trees. (The short posthen
southern edge of the wooded area mark a once glann¢
roadway that would have served the developmentiibat
longer threatens this special parcel along the .bluf

More on the Oaks

The Blue Oak which is among those hugging the edge of the lgiddove), is found only in
California. It is a small or medium sized tree jehmay retain most of its leaves nearly year-
round, though it is deciduous. It reaches a marirheight of 60 feet, with a trunk that is
seldom more than two feet in diameter. The cangpgpmpact, round and supported by many

crooked branches. The wood has low commercial yaleept as fuel or fence posts.

1/8/2012 4



One of these Blue Oaks hanging majestically overetiige of the bluff
has become a trademark symbol for the city of Baks. Many Fair
Oaks organizations and agencies base their logtlsi®tree. The bluff
on which it is embedded, however, is slowly erodmagk, exposing

some of the roots which now dangle over the river.

Blue Oaks have unique adaptations to withstand semainought and
tolerate the parched winds that sweep the grasskamdoute to the

cooler elevations above the Valley. Unlike martyeotspecies, the root

of the Blue Oak is stimulated to emerge from the
acorn as soon as the cool rains of late Octobefearr
It grows rapidly to extend below the dense, conmgeti
roots of grasses and herbs. The seedling has more
root than shoot, and the leaves that do emerge are

moisture conserving, covered on their upper surface

Blue Oak leaves are generally only slightly by a waxy coating that gives the tree its charéstter

lobed, with smooth edges. bluish cast.

When soil moisture becomes scarce, more drougistaese mechanisms kick in for the Blue
Oak, causing the leaves to become reinforced vellnlose and lignin to withstand the physical
stresses imposed by progressive dehydration. Towgynthetic cells of the leaves adjust their
internal salt content so that wilting is preventeden if the leaves lose up to thirty percent of
their water to the dry air. The tree may even govaant and drop its leaves in an extremely hot
and dry summer, yet continue to fill its acornshwateviously stored food. Normal growth

resumes in the spring.

Thelnterior Live Oak is a broad, densely branched evergreen tree, With @unded canopy

of leaves. Typically, the tree is as broad or bevdhan tall. Because of its evergreen nature, it
can retain important mineral nutrients and phottdsgsize all year long, and therefore generate a
very large supply of food for growth and reprodancti This allows the tree to occupy a large

range in the foothills, low mountains and interrafleys of California, and scatterings can also
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be found along the Coast Ranges. To withstandrineght
conditions in its range, the leaves of the inteoiak use
precious carbohydrates, lipids, and mineral nutsi¢m
construct a thick cuticle to reinforce cell wallsdato
accumulate substances for maintaining a favorabltemw
balance, as well as for decreasing their palatghdiinsects

and mammals. The edges of mature leaves of the

interior live oak are mostly smooth or
very slightly lobed. Young trees may
have more ‘toothy’ edged leaves.

A few deciduoud/alley oakspopulate the bluff area. Sometimes called thef@alia White

oak, it is unique to California, where it is widalistributed in the Great Central Valley. Before
extensive agricultural clearing began in the 1880k, forests of Valley oak extended for miles

on both side of the Sacramento River and alondptier reaches of its tributaries (including the

American River).

Valley oak prefers deep, rich valley and bottomland
soils at elevations below 2,000 feet, and is drough
tolerant if there is sufficient ground water. Dioe
agricultural and residential development on prime,
lowland real estate, and because groundwater pgmpin
has drastically lowered the water table in mangsyre
Valley oaks have become slow growing and hagg#rd.
The small leaves of the Valley Oak are 1S NOW rare to see extensive groves of this monarch
deeply lobed. species, though they are scattered throughoutrixanu

areas where they can find sufficient moisture.
Early settlers also dubbed them “weeping oaks” beealder trees, especially in the absence of

browsing livestock, develop long flowing, vine-likeigs that droop almost to the ground. Its

wood has low commercial value except as fuel.
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Poison-oak(not actually an oak) is found on the hillside lead

up to and along the edges of the grassy knoll@Hdr Oaks

Bluff. It takes the form of a shrub or as a vimeoagst the trees

and shrubs. Its leaves (which look similar to aekvks) and

berries provide food for a variety of birds and nmaahs. Avoid

this one, or you may end up with a very itchy rasHiile most
people have allergic reactions to its oily resiatide Americans learned how to use the plant for
medicinal and other purposes, including in baskedwing (the stems) and for making a black

dye for marking skin or coloring baskets.

Who lives there?
Among the Bluff's current inhabitants are mule deer

coyotes, wild turkeys, raccoons, skunks, opossums,
fox squirrels, rabbits, woodpeckers and the Western
fence lizard. And yes, even feral chickens can be
found on the parcel, roosting in the shrubs orgorg

in or near the wooded area on the north side of the
parcel!

As seen from the top edge of the

.. Bluff, pair of turkey vultures rests
Other visitors have been observed on the Bluff, and 3 t'?ee at the bgse of the BIuff.

They may be watching for a meal of

these include birds of prey, such as the Scree¢h ow ealmon from the river belo

Turkey Vulture, Red-shouldered hawk, and Cooper’s

hawk.

Was it always like this?
The first human occupants of this area lived irravironment much different from what we see

today. At the time of these early residents, ntbae 10,000 years ago, the floods of the latest
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glacial episode were subsiding, and much of thes®aento Valley was a tidal marsh covered by
tule reeds, willow and rushes. A great varietgefhse vegetation provided a rich habitat along
the rivers for many animal species, from the tllke &ntelopes, black bears, grizzly bears, deer,
and wildcats to small rodents such as gophers, watsdand squirrels. The river banks
sheltered beavers and river otters. Huge flocksatérfowl would likely darken the sky with
their numbers as they flew up the American Rivérese would include ducks, geese, cranes,

herons, pelicans, and swans.

In the Fair Oaks Bluff area, there were also quadurning doves, flickers, woodpeckers,
roadrunners, a variety of hawks, owls and eagkewsial as turkey vultures, and even condors.
At least 26 species of fish lived in the AmericamdR. Most notable, and plentiful, were the
salmon, sturgeon, chub, tule perch, sucker, and.trBlack Oaks joined Valley, Blue and

Interior Live oaks in the rich woodlands of the lneg area.

More recently, when John Muir explored the Centfaley one spring near the turn of the
century, he described it as “one smooth, continlo@asof honey bloom, so marvelously rich
that, in walking from one end of it to the othedistance of more than 400 miles, your foot
would press about a hundred flowers at every stdie rich meadowlands and woodlands of

the Sacramento Valley provided an abundant existéarcthe early inhabitants of the area.

While non-native species have invaded it to sontergxthe four and a half acres of “the Fair
Oaks Bluff” is a little piece of that marvelous wiar that John Muir described, and it is
preserved for now and for generations to comés Hbped that someday, the floral invaders will
be eliminated and the native plants will one dayéagain on this special part of the bluff
above the river. And while their numbers are dyeditninished from the plentitudes that
thrived for thousands of years, the salmon andletad still make their annual journeys up the
river past the bluff, and water birds still gatlaed ply the river along the bluff for their
nourishment. Take some time to observe, both pratal from the top of the bluff. You never

know just what you'll see, but there is always sthimgy to reward your effort.
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