ANIMALS AND PLANTS IN SIMI VALLEY

by Michael W. Kuhn

Animal and plant life in Simi Valley has changed over the millennia as climatic and other environmental conditions have changed. The last 2.6 million years (the Pleistocene Epoch or Ice Ages) have witnessed great fluctuations in climate as continental and alpine glaciation throughout the world waxed and waned. Colder and perhaps somewhat wetter periods during the ice ages were replaced by warmer and sometimes drier periods during interglacial episodes. The last 10,000-11,000 years (the Holocene Epoch) began with a rapid dissipation in glaciers and warming of our climate. Wetter periods, during which the Mojave Desert and the Great Basin of the United States contained great fresh water lakes, have been replaced by drier periods similar to what we are now experiencing.

These colossal changes in our climate have been accompanied by major shifts in vegetation zones - with higher altitude and higher latitude vegetation occupying our area during glacial periods, only to be replaced by more temperate vegetation during warmer periods. With shifts in vegetation zones, the animal life in Simi Valley also changed.

If one could have visited Simi Valley 50,000-60,000 years ago, the shape of the land would have looked much as it does today. Less badlands topography would have been visible, and vegetation on the floor of the valley and the surrounding hills would have been more dense, reflecting a cooler climate. Coast redwood forest would have dominated coastal mountains, while Monterey and other closed-cone pine forests probably dominated inland mountain canyons, uplands and shady north-facing slopes. The Big Cone spruce, of which we see only remnant populations in southern California today, covered large areas.

Nearly all of the animals found in the surrounding hills today were present at that time. However, based on the skeletal remains of animals found in the La Brea Tar Pits in Los Angeles County, many other now-extinct animals also roamed the area. The list of now extinct mammals include: the Long Horned Bison (Bison latifrons), the Antique Bison (Bison antiguus), the California Saber-tooth Lion (Smilodon californicus), the Extinct Camel (Camelops hesternus), the Shasta Ground Sloth (Nothrotheriops shastense), the Extinct Western Horse (Equus occidentalis), the American Lion (Felis atrox), the Imperial Mammoth (Mammuthus imperator), the Southern Mammouth (Mammuthus columbi), the Dire Wolf (Canis dirus), the Dwarf Pronghorn Antelope (Capromeryx minor), the American Mastodon (Mammut americanum), the Steven's Llama (Hemiauchenia stevensi), the Short-faced Bear (Arctodus simus), and the Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctus horribilis). The skeletal remains of a "pre-historic polar elephant" were discovered by Sheepherder A.J.C. Wilson "on the Simi" during the spring of 1877 (Free Press, June 2, 1877, page 3, and May 4, 1878, page 1). Whether he uncovered the remains of an American Mastodon or an Imperial or a Southern Mammoth was not recorded. Several extinct condors and other vultures, eagles and other large avian species were certainly common to the area.

The rapid change in climate that began 10,000-11,000 year ago also witnessed the extinction of all of these species, except a few that may already have become extinct. Most of the species totally disappeared within the first one thousand years of the beginning of the Holocene Epoch, while some others persisted for several thousand years. Whether climatic change was responsible for their demise or climatic change in association with the event of man is uncertain.

Certainly, man in the form of migrants from the Siberian region of Asia has been present in the New World for thousands of years prior to the end of the last Ice Age. Irrefutable evidence exists for man in the Americas for at least a few thousand years before the end of the Pleistocene Epoch. Numerous sites exist which suggest that man may have been present for the last 16,000 to 40,000 years. What seems to have occurred at the end of the last ice age is a rapid invasion of a much more successful hunter - equipped with a spear throwing device, called the "atlatl," which enabled man for the first time to become a highly successful killer of large animals. The rapid spread of this new hunting technology, along with the stress of rapid climatic change, associated with complex interactive factors, may have been responsible for the sudden decline in large mammalian and avian species. The extinction of large carnivores, such as the saber-tooth and American lions and the Dire wolf, may have occurred because the American Indian could out compete them for the animals they hunted. The extinction of some animals may naturally have resulted in the extinction of other animals. Man, it seems, may have played a role in this drama. Certainly the event of the atlatl resulted in an increase in the human population in many areas.

The American Indian interacted with his natural environment in ways, which influenced the natural vegetative communities in which he lived, and, in so doing, certainly influenced faunal communities. The first Spanish and American explorers in California described the practice of American Indians of annually setting fire to the natural vegetation around them, primarily by women. They apparently did this to maintain a more open landscape, which favored both animals and pioneer plants which they preferred to eat. In some areas, the setting of fires was done in association with hunting techniques. The floor of Yosemite Valley is shown in early photographs as containing only a few scattered trees and little brush. The diary of Fr. Juan Crespi, who accompanied the Portola expedition in 1769-1770, is full of accounts within Chumash territory of a scorched landscape as a result of intentionally set fires. Indeed, so much of the natural vegetation had been burnt that it was often difficult to find enough forage for their livestock.

Just how long this practice of annual burning of the landscape had been going on is impossible to say. However, ecological evidence suggests that Native Grasslands, Coastal Sage Scrub and Chaparral, the dominant plant associations in our area, are fire-climax vegetative communities. In other words, they have resulted from thousands of years of frequent burning. Since natural sources of fire, such as lightning strikes, are not that common in the Simi Valley area and in Coastal Sage Scrub, former Native Grasslands, and Chaparral in general, these vegetative communities are probably a result of the long term interactive social practices of American Indians.

This social practice and concomitant evolution of an anthropogenic landscape would have also influenced animal communities - in what ways are not clear other than to say that animals now associated with Coastal Sage Scrub and Chaparral oak grasslands were favored. (Native Grasslands no longer exist in this area.)

The coming of Spanish, and later Mexican, settlers to this area also greatly influenced plant and animal communities. The Spanish introduced and forced upon the Indians a pastoral way of life. While the mission system never provided all of the food needs of its neophyte charges, the padres and accompanying soldiers immediately suppressed the Chumash practice of annual burning of natural vegetation. The economic life of Spanish and later of Mexican California depended upon grass for grazing animals. The wool of sheep for clothing and meat for sustenance were necessary. Economic viability of the new settlements ultimately depended upon the exportation of hides (for leather) and tallow (for candles). Setting of fire to natural vegetation became a crime under secular and religious authorities. An act of carelessness was punishable by flogging; an act of guerrilla warfare was punished more severely. Even the Spanish and Mexican settlers used fire to clear brush and forest lands in some areas, just as we do today, to improve grazing conditions. For the Indians, their very way of livelihood was destroyed. The succession from an annual regime of burning to one where wildfires were enormously reduced in frequency came so suddenly that we have only a fragmented and unreliable picture of what plants the Indians in Simi Valley ate besides acorns. Contemporary commentaries are few and sketchy, and the interviewing of Chumash people by scholars did not begin for nearly a hundred years after their culture was utterly destroyed.

Certainly the California grizzly bear was the ecological dominant before the coming of the Spanish. It is easy to speculate that one reason for the annual burning of vegetation was to reduce the frequency of encounters with the grizzly. California grizzlies favored thickets and were not frequent visitors to grasslands. The Indians had little direct defense against grizzlies other than to create an ecological environment that disfavored encounters.

Once the Spanish arrived and livestock in great numbers were present, the numbers of grizzly bears, and condors for that matter, increased proportionately. Cattle were slaughtered for their hides and tallow--the meat had little value. Grizzly bears predated on sheep and cattle and became vermin as far as the Spanish were concerned. While the Spanish and their Mexican successors possessed few firearms, the vaguero, with his lariat and pike made sport of the grizzly bear as both an economic necessity and as an expression of males in their culture. Bull and bear fights were common at fiestas.

With one exception, the lack of reports from Simi Valley of the California grizzly during the Anglo-American period suggest that they had been eliminated during the period of Spanish-Mexican settlement. The grizzly bear persisted in Ventura County into the first decade of the 20th Century. They were hunted for sport and killed for their meat and to protect livestock. Bear meat fetched 20-30 cents per pound during the 1890s in Ventura. A few individuals earned significant incomes from killing grizzlies and marketing the meat. With the passing of the California grizzly from Ventura County, Black Bears (Ursus americanus) became more numerous and are still residents of the northern half of the county, including the Santa Susana Mountains.

Twentieth Century man abetted the introduction of many plants and animals into our environment. Some of these introductions were associated with agriculture, others with our urban way of life. Most introductions were accidental while others were intentional.

The advent of irrigated agriculture and the importation of plants and seeds introduced many weedy species into our environment. Our humid lands urban landscaping with its rapid ongoing introduction of plants from all over the world has brought even more weeds and has led to the spread of some weedy species from our gardens.

Exotic annual grasses replaced perennial bunch grasses in most of California. The seeds of Mediterranean annual grasses came in the wool of sheep and with seed for crops during both the Spanish-Mexican and the Anglo-American periods. Overgrazing, especially associated with droughts, favored the elimination of native grasses that re-grew from the same root mass each year in favor of annual grasses that germinate from seeds each winter and spring. Remnants of native grassland and grasses are present in many isolated areas in Ventura County. However, annual grasses, such as wild oats (Avena fatua), red brome (Bromus rubens), ripgut brome (Bromus diandrus) and foxtails (glaucous barley) (Hordeum glaucum) now dominate in our foothills and vacant lots. Most of the weedy annual grasses we know today originated in the Mediterranean Basin. None of them were present locally 220 years ago.

Other exotic plants have also become naturalized in the Simi Valley area. The California (Peruvian) pepper tree (Schinus molle) is very abundant, especially on the margins of natural areas. The Russian thistle (Salsola kali), or tumbleweed, came to Canada with Russian red wheat and was introduced to California during the mid-1880s by accident - by train--only to become a nemesis to farmers and eventually to urban dwellers. Our city has a tumbleweed abatement ordinance. Horehound (Marrubium vulgare) probably was introduced by Anglo-Americans, who brought it as a treatment for the common cold - horehound candy is still sold as a remedy for sore throats. The California Native Plant Society has targeted it for eradication as an undesirable invasive species - in other words, a pest. Together, horehound, foxtails, and red and ripgut bromes account for most of the seeds we have to pick out of our socks, shoe laces, and the coats of our pets.

Sweet fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) (Mediterranean Basin), common yarrow (Achillea millefolium) (Europe), field bindweed (Convolvulus arvensis) (Europe), poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) (Eurasia-Socrates succumbed to the same hemlock that now grows locally).

Wild animals, including insects, are adapted to achieve a natural balance with their environment. Native plant eating mammals, that is herbivores, have evolved to eat native plant species and tend not to eat exotic plants. As a result, non-native plants sometimes have few natural enemies - which is one reason they have flourished. The result is an altered environment in terms of both plants and animals. As with the Russian thistle, it is sometimes necessary to import insects that act as a control of exotic species. Such actions must be taken with great caution, because it is not always clear what the results may be.

Sometimes the success of exotic species is affected by the arrival of insects that can devastate those species, in large part because the combination of factors, such as birds and other insects, which control the population of those insects back home, are not present here. In the mid-1980s a psyllid arrived in California from Peru and had an alarming effect on California (Peruvian) pepper trees. They deposit their eggs on the underside of new foliage - resulting in the destruction of new leaves. After three (3) to four (4) years the trees die because no replacement foliage is present. By the early 1990s the psyllid seemed to come under control as other insects and birds have discovered it as a new food source.

The Eucalyptus long-horned beetle arrived in southern California during the early 1980s from Australia. The insect lays its eggs under the bark of eucalyptus trees where the larva stage consumes the cambian layer of the tree - which leads to the death of the tree. The Blue Gum Eucalyptus is especially susceptible. Trees without irrigation are especially susceptible. The drought of the late 1980s, along with the appetite of the long-horned borer, led to the death of hundreds of Blue Gum Eucalyptus trees in Simi Valley.

Weedy species adapted to wetter environments have also flourished in Simi Valley. Some common weeds, which have come from other parts of the world, include black mustard (Brassica nigra) (Europe), common purslane (Portulaca oleracea) (western Asia through southern Europe--now in my roses), common lambs' quarter (Chenopodium album) (Eurasia), Bermudagrass-devil grass (Cynodon dactylon) (east Africa), tall morning glory (Ipomea purpurea) (tropical America), puncture vine (Tribulus terrestris) (Europe-produces "Goathead" seeds that puncture bicycle tires and shoe soles alike), watercress (Nasturtium officinale) (Eurasia), cocklebur (Xanthium strumarium) (Eurasia), dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) (Eurasia), annual sowthistle (Sonchus oleraceus) (North Africa, western Asia and Europe), prickly sowthistle (Sonchus asper) (north Africa, western Asia and Europe), prickly lettuce (Lactuca serriola) (Eurasia), common slender sunflower (Helianthus annuus) (Minnesota through Texas) and yellow star thistle (Centaurea solstitialis) (Mediterranean Basin).

The plants listed in this chapter are organized under "plant communities" - about which more will be narrated later - and alphabetically by their "scientific names". At least two scientific names are given. The first is a noun (the "genus") - usually of Greek origin. The second is an adjective (the "species")--usually of Latin origin. In some cases subspecies or variety are also listed - that is a third name, usually of Latin origin. Common names are also listed. Those common names in the listings coincide with the common names used in the text. Some plants have several common names. The Yucca whipplei intemedia is usually referred to locally simply as "Yucca" (perhaps because only one species is present), sometimes as "Our Lord's Candle" (after its spectacular white flower stalk), and sometimes as "Spanish Dagger" (after its long spine-tipped leaves). Some common names can be used for more than one plant. The common name Mugwort is used for several plants in the American west, one of which (Artemisia vulgaris) is of European origin. The local Mugwort (Artemisia douglasiana) is a native.

Scientific names allow us to be precise. Those names are recognized throughout the world. In nearly all cases the scientific names listed are according the The Jepson Manual: Higher Plants of California, edited by James C. Hickman (1993) in that The Jepson Manual is the most up-to-date flora of California. This author is not a botanist--so there undoubtedly are errors.

No attempt has been made to be exhaustive. The challenge has been to decide which plants to list and which to leave out. The selection reflects my own personal interests and biases. I have no doubt that people will ask why I didn't include this or that plant - I can only say that I used my best judgment in selecting which plants to include. Certainly I will come to conclude that many other plants should have been included. In the end I will be found guilty of including some uncommon plant and omitting some common ones. The endangered, rare or uncommon plants occupy more cerebral space than the common because they are more interesting.

The "plant communities" which surround the valley are made up primarily of native plant species - the Grasslands are an exception--and some "introduced" species. Plants are listed herein by groupings of plants that are commonly found together. Many plants are found in several communities and may even be widely distributed throughout much of California. The listings of plants, which are contained in this chapter, are organized for simplicity under just five (5) "plant communities". These are: 1) Coastal Sage Scrub; 2) Chaparral; 3) Oak Woodlands; 4) Grasslands; and 5) Riparian and Wetlands. Some of these communities could be further divided in that there is a great deal of diversity in each community from one area to another, depending upon exposure, i.e., south-facing versus north-facing versus east or west--facing, soil type and thickness, steepness of slopes, and depth  to ground water or the presence of surface water.

1. Coast Sage Scrub

Coastal Sage scrub tends to be found on the lower and the drier slopes of the hills surrounding the valley, often transitioning sharply from grasslands on the more level valley floor, upper alluvial fans or Pleistocene terraces on the margin of the urbanized portion of the City. Plants tend to be well spaced because of the drier edaphic conditions. Dominant species are perennials, i.e., each plant lives for many years. They grow during the late winter through the spring when the moisture from winter rains is still present. They tend to go relatively dormant during the summer and fall seasons when it is warm and dry.

The leaves of many of the Coast Sage Scrub species contain terpenes, which are very aromatic. (California sagebrush is often referred to as "Cowboy cologne".) When the leaves die and fall to the ground, the terpenes inhibit the germination of all seeds - thus eliminating competition from other plants, including annuals, i.e., plants which germinate from seeds each year and die during the summer heat and drought, and their own species. The vegetation association is rejuvenated by fire - the ash from which offsets the effects of the terpenes. Coastal Sage Scrub species germinate rabidly after fire even within the Chaparral. In addition the woody species root-crown-sprout - thus assuring rapid re-growth following wildfires. Coastal Sage Scrub can be seen along the lower portions of the Chumash Trail north of Flanagan Drive and the Indian Hills Ridge Subdivision.

Coast Sage Scrub include:

California Sagebrush
Artemisia californica
Cud-weed Aster
Corethrogyne filaginifolia peirsonii
Giant Rye
Elymus condensatus
Bush Sunflower
Encelia californica
Yerba Santa
Eriodictylon crassifolium
California Buckwheat
Eriogonum fasciculatum fasciculatum
Sawtooth Goldenbush
Hazardia squarrosa var. grindelioides
Coast Goldenbush
Isocoma menziesii var. vernonioides
Deerweed
Lotus scoparius scoparius
Laurel Sumac
Malosma laurina
Redberry
Rhamnus crocea
Purple Sage
Salvia leucophylla
Black Sage
S. mellifera
Our Lord's Candle
Yucca whipplei intermedia
2. The Chaparral

The Chaparral plant community is found at higher elevations and on north-facing slopes. Characterized by evergreen shrubs with small hard leaves, chaparral species are a fire climax vegetation, successfully sprouting from root masses immediately following wildfires. Chaparral species grow on thin infertile soils and, when mature, present a solid leaf canopy, which successfully limits soil erosion. Many chaparral species produce seed germination inhibiting chemicals, which successfully preclude other plants from competing for the limited supply of water and nutrients available in any small area.

From mid-summer through late-fall mature Chaparral is extremely dry and loaded with volatile hydrocarbon compounds. When ignited, especially during the dry northeasterly and easterly Santa Ana winds, devastating wildfires can result. Such fires often cannot be contained until they burn themselves out at the Pacific Ocean.

Characteristic plants of the Chaparral include:

Chamise
Adenostoma fasciculatum
Coyote Bush
Baccharis pilularis consonguinea
Hoary-leaved Ceanothus
Ceanothus crassifolius
Buckbrush
C. cuneatus
California Mountain Mahogany
Cercocarpus betuloides
Yerba Santa
Eriodictyon crassifolium
Toyon
Heteromeles arbutifolia
Laurel Sumac
Malosma laurina
Bush Monkeyflower
Mimulus aurantiacus
Hollyleaf Cherry
Prunus ilicifolia ssp. ilicifolia
Scrub Oak
Quercus berberidifolia
Lemonade Berry
Rhus integrifolia
Sugar Bush
R. ovata
3. Oak Woodlands

The Oak Woodland Plant Community tends to occupy shaded canyons, hillsides and canyon bottoms. Dominated by the Coast Life Oak (Quercus agrifolia) with an understory of other trees, shrubs, annual grasses and herbal vegetation, this vegetation association is rapidly giving way to urbanization.

"Sherwood Forest" in the Corriganville Community Park, Oak Canyon on the Wood Ranch property, the western portion of China Flat at the summit of the Simi Hills south of First Street, and most of the Santa Susana Knolls are examples of the Oak Woodland plant community.

Characteristic plants of the Oak Woodland include:

Toyon
Heteromeles arbutifolia
California Walnut
Juglans californica
Horehound
Marrubium vulgare
Coast Live Oak
Quercus agrifolia
Valley Oak
Q. lobata
Poison Oak
Toxicodendron diversilobum
4. Grasslands

The Grasslands Plant Community was found on portions of the valley floor before it gave way to agriculture and then urbanization. At the eastern end of the valley, where high water tables abound, scattered Valley Oaks (Quercus lobata) were present, with some relict monarchs still present today, such as those in the shopping center near the southwestern corner of Yosemite Avenue on Los Angeles Avenue. Several large Valley Oaks are also present along "Oak" Road east of Yosemite Avenue. The presence of scattered oaks within grasslands is often referred to as an "oak/grassland association". Grasslands also are and were present on upper alluvial fans and Pleistocene terraces around the valley.

Grassland areas are made up primarily of introduced species of grasses and herbs, mostly annuals. Few of the native perennial needlegrasses are present, having been displaced by the more competitive annual grasses from the Mediterranean Basin. Overgrazing, summer drought, cultivation, fire, and, foremost, massive seed production have tended to favor the introduced species, especially since those exotic species are adjusted to the same cycle of agriculture burning and grazing under which they developed in the Mediterranean littoral. The south end of the Chumash Trail and Alamos Canyon are examples.

Characteristic plants of the Grasslands include:

Wild Oats
Avena fatua
Black Mustard
 Brassica nigra
Ripgut Brome
Bromus diandrus
Soft Chess
B. mollis
Red Brome
B. rubens
Yellow Star Thistle
Centaurea melitensis
Horseweed
Conyza canadensis
Turkey Mullein (Dove Weed)
Eremocarpus setigerus
Red-stem Filaree
Erodium cicutarium
Telegraph Weed
Heterotheca grandiflora
Coast Live Oak
Quercus agrifolia
Valley Oak 
Quercus lobata
Wild Radish
Raphanus sativus
Tumbleweed (Russian Thistle)
Salsola iberica
Vinegar Weed
Trichostema lanceolatum

5. Riparian and Wetlands

Riparian plant communities are found along water courses. They vary greatly depending upon whether the riparian species reflect seasonal surface water and a year round high water table near the drainage swale. "Wetlands" is a more general term, which also includes sump or boggy areas with a seasonal high water table, hydrophytic plants and hydric soils. Hummingbird Creek north of the freeway or the Arroyo Simi west of its confluence with the Sycamore Canyon Flood Control Channel and in Corriganville Community Park are good examples of Riparian Woodlands. The marshy area behind the Sycamore Canyon Detention Dam is an example of a "Wetlands".

Characteristic plants of the Riparian and Wetlands include:

Yerba mansa
Anemopsis californica
Mugwort
Artemisia douglasiana
Mulefat
Baccharis glutinosa

Coyote Brush
B. pilularis
California Walnut 
Juglans californica
Rush
Juncus acutus sphaerocarpus
California Sycamore
Plantanus racemosa
Fremont Cottonwood
Populus fremontii
Water Cress
Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum
Yellow Willow
Sali lasiandra
Arroyo Willow
S. lasiolepis
Blue Elderberry
Sambucus mexicana
Bulrush
Scirpus microcarpus
Poison Oak
Toxicodendron diversilobum

Plants of Special Note

Simi Valley contains a number of plants of special note because of their prominence or rarity. Of special note in the valley and surrounding hills are trees. The Coast Live Oak (Quercus agrifolia) is the most common of the native trees. The Simi Valley area includes something in the order of 5,000-6,000 mature Coast Live Oaks - yes, nearly all of the mature ones in the City have been surveyed and recorded. The largest of them is the "Heritage Oak," which is located south of the Arroyo Simi and west of Tapo Canyon Road. That tree is about two thirds the size of the largest Coast Live Oak ever recorded. The tree is preserved as the centerpiece of an industrial park and is a designated Ventura County Historic Landmark No. 134.

Hundreds of Valley Oaks (Quercus lobata) dot the valley and some of the Canyon bottoms. Many large examples have been included in the urban landscape at the eastern end of the valley.

The only other native oak tree in the valley is the Scrub Oak (Quercus berberidifolia). While normally a shrub, it can appear as a small tree if protected from destruction.

Many oak hybrids can be found in the valley. An excellent example is present just west of the eastern end of Cochran Street north of the freeway. That tree, like the others, is a hybrid Valley/Scrub Oak (Quercus lobata-berberidifolia). It takes the form of a large tree, but isn't quite sure whether it is supposed to be evergreen or deciduous.

Some Cork Oaks (Quercus suber) have also been planted. These are the trees from which the bark is harvested for cork. An example is located in the northern side of Cochran Street just west of Caldwell Avenue. Smaller examples are present in the First Street median between Royal Avenue and the Arroyo Simi.

Many California Sycamores (Platanus racemosa) dot the canyon bottoms and shaded sidehills. Sycamore Canyon along Wood Ranch Parkway preserves the enormous Sycamore for which the canyon was named (Ventura County Historic Landmark No. 138). A photograph of that tree from the late 19th Century indicates that the tree has changed little since the picture was taken.

Other native trees include the Fremont Cottonwood (Populus fremontii), various willows (Salix sp.), the California Bay Laurel (Umbellularia californica) and the California Walnut (Juglans californica). The "California" pepper (Schinus molle), acutally from Peru, is often thought to be a native, because it has naturalized in California.

Two(2) plants of special note in portions of the Chaparral are the Santa Susana Tarplant (Hemizonia minthornii) and the Red Bush Monkeyflower (Mimulus aurantiacus var. rutilus). The Santa Susana Tarplant is designated by the State of California as "Rare" and as Threatened by the federal government. The Red Bush Monkeyflower is a highly unusual ruby red variety of the Bush Monkeyflower, which is a golden yellow. The red variety has a very limited geographic range, the core of which is the eastern end of Simi Valley. Both of these plants are locally limited to the massive sandstone outcroppings of the Chatsworth, Las Llajas and Simi Conglomerates formations, although the red bush monkeyflower can be found elsewhere, including near the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.

Several plants of the Coastal Sage Shrub are of special note because they are classified by the state as rare or endangered. The Conejo Buckwheat (Eriogonum crocatum) is designated as "Rare" by the State of California and is Threatened by the federal government; the Lyon's Pentachaeta (Pentachaeta lyonii) is designated as "Endangered" by the State and the federal government; the Conejo Dudleya (Dudleya abramsii ssp. parva) is listed by the federal government as Threatened; and Nevin's Brickellia (Brickellia nevinii) is listed as "Endangered" by the federal government. All four (4) of these plants are found on acid soils of the Conejo Volcanics at the southeastern edge of the valley near the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.

The Chumash Indians coexisted with the animals around them. Animals were viewed as part of their physical and spiritual environment. They were used as resources - for food, clothing, utensils, decoration and religious regalia. The Spanish, Mexican and United States settlers viewed them both as resources (primarily or food) and as pests and varmints. Their populations were to be exploited, controlled or exterminated. Their presence tended to infringe on their lives - they ate their crops and livestock, invaded their homes, and threatened them with infectious diseases or otherwise threatened their safety. On the other hand, some critters have been cherished as "game" animals - their populations to be managed so that they might be taken for sport and so that they will always be with us for aesthetic enjoyment. In even more recent years, the "taking" of some non-game animals has become prohibited in order to protect them so that they can continue to serve a useful role to man, i.e., meat eating birds such as hawks, eagles, vultures and owls, so that they do not become extinct, i.e., the California condor, the least Bell's vireo, and the desert tortoise, or for sentimental/ecological reasons, i.e., the mountain lion.

The rapid spread of urbanization in Southern California has resulted in greater and greater fragmentation of habitat. On one end of the spectrum, only a few thousand square feet of habitat for western fence lizards may remain - and even that area may overlap with the territories of other individuals, including potential breeding partners. At the other end of the spectrum is the mountain lion. Adult males require more than 100 square miles of territory - adult females require 20-30 square miles. For all species, the fragmentation of habitat, through the erection of barriers to movement, and the creation of island habitats, has become a major concern of biologists over the long term maintenance of healthy wildlife populations. Some bird species, for example, won't fly across a freeway. Freeways are thought to be absolute barriers to movement of those species. Freeways, of course, are nearly continuous. Freeways also present serious barriers to the movement of larger species for which habitat fragmentation and isolation is very serious indeed. Mountain lions, bobcats, badgers, coyotes, mule deer and gray foxes find getting past freeways a major problem. All of these species are killed when trying to cross freeways. Some underpasses and large culverts are available. However, they are often not located where there is natural habitat and cover on either side of the freeway, and most species are reluctant to enter long, dark and often wet pipelines to get from one side of a freeway to the other. Other types of roads and urban development also act as a barrier to movement of these animals. 

During the early 1990s, biologists became concerned about the growing genetic isolation of the Santa Monica Mountains (Los Angeles Times, January 1, 1991, pages B6-B7). It was pointed out that the last major wildlife corridor between the interior forest areas and the Santa Monica Mountains connected the Santa Susana Mountains, through Santa Susana Pass, the Simi Hills and the Agoura area. Other lesser corridors, such as the Simi Hills to the Conejo Grade, are also used. With the creation of the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy, the maintenance and restoration of corridor areas have become an issue. Orrin Sage, a former owner of the Sage Ranch (now owned by the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy), told me that mule deer were very common on the ranch until the Simi Valley-San Fernando Valley Freeway (renamed the Ronald Reagan Freeway in 1994) was constructed. Thereafter, the sighting of mule deer on the ranch became an unusual event. Many "old timers" have commented on how common deer were up into the early 1960s despite the impact of poaching and in-season hunting. The construction of the freeway may have blocked the seasonal migration of mule deer between the Los Angeles and the Los Padres National Forests and the Simi Hills. Interstates 5 and 405 and State Route 126 have also impacted the ease of wildlife movement. Fortunately, when the freeway went through in the mid-1960s, the entertainer Bob Hope insisted on an underpass (i.e., tunnel) in the Corriganville area so that his property north of the freeway would not be isolated. A study conducted by Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy biologist Paul Edelman during the early 1990s demonstrated that the Corriganville tunnel is used by wildlife. In that study he also suggested that another important corridor may exist west of Simi Valley through Alamos Canyon. Periodically, there have been reports of mountain lions and bobcats being seen crossing Tierra Rejada and Olsen Roads. If this corridor is to be preserved in some useful form, the planning efforts of several jurisdictions must be coordinated.

During the late-1970s through the mid-1980s, I received a number of reports of sightings of a "black panther" (a mountain lion with excess melanin [pigmentation]) both north and south of Simi Valley (personal communication Louis Pandolfi, Orrin Sage and others). Given the rarity of black mountain lions (these reports seem to have led to a rumor that a black leopard had escaped from Jungleland in Thousand Oaks or from the Moorpark College Wild Animal Compound and was roaming the area) and the limited number of mountain lions in the area, it is likely that an individual black mountain lion moved relatively freely between the north and the south sides of the valley. 

In 1987, a young (about six months old) mountain lion was hit by a car on the freeway near Kuehner Drive. A good Samaritan motorist stopped when he saw the downed and unconscious cat. He put the animal on the passenger seat of his car and drove to the Rancho Sequoia Veterinary Clinic. Having explained the situation to veterinarian Stan Kunin, the gentleman stated that he wanted the mountain lion "fixed up" so that he could keep it as a pet. Dr. Kunin pointed out the folly of his plan. The two proceeded to the parking lot with a tranquilizer in a syringe, where they discovered that the mountain lion was no longer asleep. In fact, it had dismembered the interior of the good Samaritan's car - shredded the upholstery, the headliner, etc. At this point the good Samaritan no longer wanted the mountain lion and was considering what he was going to say to his insurance agent. In addition, we now had a very upset mountain lion in a car in the middle of the City. (Sadly, the cat later succumbed to internal injuries sustained when it had been hit on the freeway.) The next day Associate Planner, Wolf Ascher, and I had a 1:00 p.m. field meeting with a developer, Brian Catalde (Paragon Homes) at the northeastern corner of the intersection of Kuehner Drive and the freeway. Mr. Catalde was somewhat excited when we met, indicating that he had just encountered a half grown mountain lion walking along Kuehner Drive - no doubt a liter mate of the previous day's freeway casualty.

Mountain lion encounters are frequent around the valley. Dean Kunicki indicated to me that he and his wife had stopped by the Ramada Inn (later the Radisson Hotel) on a weekend while it was under construction - windowless and bare concrete. They, he said, had encountered a mountain lion in an interior hallway. The cat left the hotel - its dark, cool cave and slumber having been disturbed.

As their habitat shrinks and the City extends into canyon areas, we can expect to hear of and experience more and more encounters with wildlife. Coyotes have adapted well to the rural/urban interface. During the late 1970s, a coyote habitually made its rounds on the Civic Center site during mid day - often taking rest and shade under a lone Eucalyptus tree. To get there, it had to come down residential streets.

Some misguided citizens intentionally feed coyotes. Other coyotes are drawn to the urban fringe by easy access to cat and dog food and to water. Our pets have become prey to coyotes. As they become more used to people and not being shot at, some individuals become bolder and may become a danger to people. During the summer of 1994, a coyote reportedly attacked a woman alone at night in Rancho Santa Susana Park. This trend is very worrisome, especially where our children are concerned.

Several lists of animals are included at the back of the book. The lists include 'Mammals", "Amphibians and Reptiles" and "Birds". None of the lists are intended to be exhaustive. For example, there is thought to be about ten (10) species of bats in the Simi Valley area. Not all are listed. However, the rest of the list is reasonably complete for wild mammals. The reptile and amphibian list is also reasonably complete. Some of the reptiles and amphibians are rarely seen while others are common. The horned lizards are problematic. Simi Valley is an area of hybridization between the San Diego horned lizard and the California horned lizard. So, both are listed. The list of birds is very incomplete. The intent is to list only the most common. The least Bell's vireo is an exception. It is now listed as "endangered" by the federal government and is, therefore, getting a great deal of attention. Avid bird watchers will certainly be upset because so many birds have been omitted from the list. On the other hand, there are no lists of insects, spiders, and other lower animals.

The plants and animals in the Simi Valley have and will continue to change as a result of climatic change and the presence and activities of man. We should be aware of our ever changing biotic environment.
