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Speak, history: a congress on San Bruno Mountain

q tanding solemnly in the mid-
dli of the hectic Peninsula,
b_J7 San Bruno Mountain nurses
a pocket of pre-Colombian life
largely wnchanged by modemn
times, a rural island in an urban
sed, Harvard biologist Edward O,
Wilson ranks this site among the
world's greatest “biodiversity hot
spots,”  alongside  Madagascar,
Borneo and the forests of Tanza-
nia. These 2,000-plas acres of open
space support mare than 250 spe-
cies of natve plants, approsimale
v #) varieties of butterily {includ-
ing four rare and endangered spe-
cies) and multiple robust interde-
pendent COTMTIETIeS ol
mumnmals, reptiles, amphibians
and birds.

Such fertile associations give
veuce to an ancient and fundamen-
tal story, an epic neither silenced
by the drone of traffic on nearby
Highways 101 and 280 nor intimi-
dated by the bustle of the moat-
like buargs Daly City, Colma, Bris-
bane and South San Francisco -
“The Industrial City" self-pro-
cliimed in large white letters on
the mowntain’s southern flank,

Much of the mountain is dry
grassland, sun-scorched, appear
ing misleadingly drab to passing
carloads of commuters. A closer
explaration by foot reveals a hid-
den world of lexture and ealor,
subtleties and compliexities,

Early hloomer

The onset of MNovermber rain
awiakens the landscape with a
whisper of green, a slow murmur
thuat builds through the winter toa
lusty huzzah of early spring wild-
llewvens, Enthistasts hail San Bra-
no Mountain  as  the earliest
blooier in the Bay Area, and the
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most important native plant site in
San Francisco, Even now, delicate,
fragrant, blue-green shoots of Cal-
tornia -sagebrush have appeared
beneath the deadheads of last sea-
son, and plucky lizard tail {Erio-
phyllum staechadifolivm} is res-
prouting evervwhere.

But a wild west wind howls
across these sandstone peaks, kill-
ing any plant that dares to grow
tao tall, This gives the svolution-
ary edge to those species best able
to hunker down and hag the slope.
Many ordinarily larpe shrubs
grow flat like carpets, while caks
such as Quercus chrysolepis and
L, waslieeni — which can reach 40
to 70 feet when growing inland —
g0 bonsil here at 7 to 8 {eet,

A favorite with butterflies, our
local coyote mint {Monardella vil-
losa var. franciscana) survives the
wind by growing here in associa-
tionn with the dominant coyole
brush, tucking 1ts lower stems un-
der the spreading branches of the
larger shrub and thereby suppaort-
ing its slender flower stalks peek-
g oad st above, Other nectir
and larval food plants of the en-
dangered Mission PMue and Cal
lippe Silverspot ttterflies include
brodlaen (B, pulehella), coast wild
buckwheat (Eriogonum  latifoli-
wm), horkelia (H. californiea),
johnny jump-up (Viola peduncu-
lata) and three species of lupine
(Lupinus albifrons, L. formosus
and L. variicolor),

Manzanitas hloom i Decern-
barr, with their clusters of delicate
wn-shaped  blossoms  draped

armong trembling, upright leaves,

and this mountain elaims three

noteworthy specimens. The Fast-
wood manzanita {Arctostaphiylos
glandulosa) grows 4 to § feet tall,
with a gnarled trunk of deep red
wood and an exquisite white fow-
er. The bearberry (A, uva-ursi
grows  prostrate, with irailing

bing Arboretum nursery,

Also endemic to the Bav Area,
the rare coast rock cress (Armbis
Blepharophvlla) clings to rocky
outcroppings and grassy slopes of
the mountain, with 2 basal rosette
of furry leaves and o showy purple

flowver from mid-winter through
Mlay.

to fresh water, shelter from the
wind, ease of access (o the shore
and the presence of the Califormia
buckeve, Aesculus californica, a
trew they revered despite fhe loxde-
ity of its fruit to humans, Tall, de-
ciduous buckeyes cul handsome
figures in the winter, with their
thick denuded branches silhowett-
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branches that form roots at the
nodes, forming  an  abttractive
groundcover, But the mountain’s
proudest manzanita is Arclosta-
phylos imbricata, a rare and en.
dangered species found nowhere
clse oo earth, whose many-
branched, creeping habit and bris-
thed, clasping leaves are prized by
discerning  horficulturists.  Inff
cult to find i the trade, A, imbrica
ta 15 carried by the UG Berkeley
Botanical Garden and the Stry-

Voices from the past

Six known middens ar shell
maunds on the lower slopes of the
mountain attest Lo the Olilone In-
dians who lived here for at least
5,000 wears. These middens, the
deep-piled offscourings of ancient
villages, reveal themselves after
heavy rains, when fast-responding
vegetation tums these organically
rich sites an emerald green literal-
ly overmight. The Ohlone located
their middens based an proximity
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el in the mist like slow, graceful
calendars marking time until the
leafy returm of spring,
Cousts of wind moan in the gul
lies and canyons of San Bruno
Mountain, carrving voices from
the past. Can vou hear them? Lis-
ten for snippets of Spanish, the
longue of missionaries and ran-
cheros whose early assessments of
the land concerned only its suit-
ability {or grazing cattle. Faves-
drop an the words of James Food,

the Daly City-born native-plant
champion whose spellbinding
aration to the San Mateo County
Board of Supervisors helped spare
the moantain from annihilstion
in the 1970s. Heed the furtive
whispers of Besh and Thelma, the
homeless couple who built their
dwelling here in an Owl Canyon
oak tree, practicing good steward-
ship by removing invasive weeds
and trash fromm the canyon and
helping to repair trails, vet who
Wire ultutml::l}r nprooted last year
by police and coumty afficials un-
der a blaze of public outery and
m I."l.ljil L] )'r'l'].ili.]!'.

Bemember the bombast of in-
dustrialists with their inscrutable
plans, like the 1965 proposal to
blast 200 millior cubie yards of
rock and earth from the summit
ridge and use the rubble as bay fill
to expand the airport,

Hark the reason of David
Schooley, author and educator,
poet and polemicist, eschewer of
shoes and motorized vehacles, the
driving force and creative vaice of
San Bruno  Mountain - Watch
twww, ottt ain walch.org), And
listen closely lor the faint pulse of
the ancient Ohlone stories, like
the myth of the bear that browght
medicine to the peaple by show.
ing them the curative properties of
a prized local plant: in the native
language, chawree-sheen; in
Spanish, verba buena: in botani-
cal Latin, Satureja doaglasii.

San Franciseo writer Ceoffrey
Coffey was inviled to spend
Thanksgiving this vear with the
Asterdeede family. F-mdil him at
gleoley@eovad.nel, or send
comments on thas article to
homedEsichronicle.cons



