
Our Sand Hill Road

A Protypical Post-

Disturbance System

This slope of fine sand was the area once overwhelmed with cat’s ear. Before that it was broom.  As the natives repopulated, the
area became a complex mix of native groundcovers. In this spot, the more commonly represented are Filago californicia, clovers (3), 

miner’s lettuce (2), tarweeds (2), Sagina (2), miniature lupine, Camissonia (2), stonecrop, red maids, fairy mist, lotuses (3), 
cottonweed, popcorn flower, cudweeds (2), Navarettia (2), and not a few more, totaling about 26 natives and 15 weed species.
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This is the same spot two months later.  If you noted that the pattern of shrubs these photos keeps changing, your observation skills 
are excellent! Why? This sand hill system requires occasional disturbance or it eventually goes back to chaparral and then forest.

For now, I am keeping this a sand hill, because I don’t want a forest here. So, I pull the bushes, stab the trees, and burn them, 
constituting that disturbance. While doing so, I have noted hunks of amazing fibrous networks of mycorrhizae. Note also that the

clovers seem to have disappeared, leaving bare sand!  Where did it go?  I am guessing that ants took a lot of it and stored the seed.  
Now that the clovers are done, we’re getting slender tarweed (Madia gracilis), and various Navarretias.
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Over time, I came to conclude that the prior area was probably going to be too much trouble to maintain as a sand hill over the long run, 
partly because it is so steep that weeding it tears up the hillside a bit more than I would like and partly because nearby oak trees were 

loading it up with seedlings that are very troublesome to manage.   Yet as a complex community on the property, I still wanted to have a 
sand community some place, so, I thought I would see if I could make one.  On this spot about 100’ away I pulled all the shrubs, put 
them in a pile, added tree branches, and lit it on fire.  Voila!  It started out as Lupinus bicolor, Filago californica, and of course weeds.  
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Over time in comes Cammissonia (spp.), another known Indian staple for both roots and vegetable matter.  They are common among 
rocks and sand here, but most are too small for food (although they grow big in road base-rock).  They do better in rainy years.

ApApririll 20092009



PterostegiaPterostegia drymarioidesdrymarioidesSaginaSagina decumbensdecumbens occidentalisoccidentalis CammissoniaCammissonia contortacontorta

This type of habitat often involves relatively small plants. The bar at the right side of each of these images is about 1”. 

CalandriniaCalandrinia ciliataciliataFilago Filago claifornicaclaifornicaCryptanthaCryptantha micromeresmicromeres NavarretiaNavarretia atractyloidesatractyloides



But one just can’t appreciate “small” or how complex sand hills get until you see these plants together. To weed this area effectively 
and efficiently, lighting is critical.  Side lighting illuminates the erect weeds, such as grasses, wall bedstraw, and Filago gallica.  Vertical 
lighting is more important to detect weeds covered in the groundcover understory (cat’s ear).   Yet the leaves can’t be more than two 
inches off the surface.  So I hope you are wondering what I mean by “understory” when talking about low growing groundcovers. 
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1”1”

Well, here it is: Stonecrop, Acmipson parviflorus, Trifolium gracilentum, a Cammissonia, Navarretia, and mosses.  We do “small” here.  
Four leaved allseed (Polycarphon tetraphyllum, a weed found here but not in this photo) grows as small as the mosses in this sand as 

do wall bedstraw seedlings. 
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That prior image came from the red spot in the background toward which the arrow on the next slide is directed.
Variety and detail that intense occur on a scale like this.  
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This is the ridgeline 75’ above the base of the sand hill. On the left is April 2009 and on the right is the same spot the next year.
Although the bumper crop of lupine in the left slide bred successfully, their seedlings did not appear the next year.  2010 was not a 

good year for lupine in general, which seems to prefer a drier spring, but that is probably not the reason you see so little of it (of which 
there may be several we will discuss).  2010 was however a GREAT year for clover. Yet you don’t see the clover up here, except in a 
few denser patches near the back (red outline). This distribution, plus the fact that I stirred up this patch with a hoe five years prior, is 

strong indication that the clover seed bank on this ridge was once totally exhausted. The dense clover patches in the red-outlined area 
are the scions of the colonizers up on top from recent years.
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Sometimes “small” is a big challenge 
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Do it for too long at any one time and you start seeing things.
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It can take some time when you’re doing it by hand.
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Filago 
californica

Filago 
gallica

February 2009 February 2009 

With enough disturbance, a site will revert to sand hill species.  I burned this spot for about five years in a row and it now comes up with 
Filago gallica and F. californica. which forces me to remove the exotic, one by one.  The exotic used to outnumber the native 50:1.

californica
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A burn could also bring up lupine… 
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A sand hill can be profoundly complicated… 
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A rocky wall can bring up all kinds of things… 



These guys don’t care what they grow.  Native or exotic, it’s all good. In sand hills, they play a major role in what comes up from year to 
year.  Yet there are other factors involved, in that with a recovering native seed bank, not all of the plants are yet well distributed.
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CrassulaCrassula connataconnata

AcmisponAcmispon americanusamericanus

CalandriniaCalandrinia ciliataciliata

All this variety has its consequences when one is making decisions about what to keep and what to 
weed.  This area is entirely native forbs: red maids (Calendrinia sp.), stonecrop (Crassula connata), 
skunkweeds (2), and 3 lotuses (insets). It is a considerable difference from what was here before…

March 2010March 2010

AA.. parviflorusparviflorus

AA.. strigosusstrigosus



The red maids can be spectacular. At this time they were just getting established.  If we get some rain, this will be amazing. 

April 2014April 2014



Then there are the Navarretias, in particular N atractyloides, aka “skunk weed.”  I wish to impart a word on Navarretias, as it has 
become “hip” to express one’s love for such an unlovely plant.  It has its’ uses (as I will mention in the chapter on bees), but I have no 

idea why anybody would “love“ it, unless it was to posture as being such a “Nature Lover,” so attuned, so special, so smart… as to love 
the unlovable.  It stinks when bruised.  It makes for very unpleasant weeding.  The spines hurt.  They break off in your skin.  They’re 
barbed.   About the only sane time to weed in it is after a soaking series of rains.  I have no doubt why an Indian would light it on fire. 
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There are several inarguably sand hill species once found in this area that are now extinct here, in particular Scotts Valley Spine-flower
(Chorizanthe robusta var. hartwegii) and Ben Lomond Wallflower (Erysimum teretifolium).  I would be willing to host them up here, but 
only if their “protectors” would please leave me alone.  Of course, that would make the plants less endangered and there would be less 

need for the protection (probably can’t have that). G_d forbid that we should GROW them. 

©Mark W. Skinner 1990, hosted by the USDA-NRCS PLANTS 
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The should-be-obvious-by-now point about sand hills as a 
model post-disturbance landscape is that the key for these 
annual plants is inherently disturbance, as without lighting it 
on fire every year or two this system is very quickly 
overgrown (as will become more evident in the concluding 
chapter on succession).  Such accounts for the variety, 
complexity, and seasonal variability we see in sand hills.  

Yet nearly every post-disturbance weed in creation wants to 
germinate in them.  That makes maintaining a sand hill 
technically-demanding, risky, and potentially a lot of work. 

Yet the very idea that I could light this place on fire every 
October amid all these expensive homes wrapped in 
flammable vegetation is beyond unlikely.  It is that very 
contradiction in demands that makes process development, 
such that these plants can continue to express their seed, 
necessary for their survival.

Really?  Aren’t there other places that have them, parks, y
open space preserves, conservancies, and land trusts?  
Can’t we trust the professionals?  I suggest you hold that 
thought until you are done with the book.  Their record is not 
exactly stellar.  

Even if the public did supply all the “funding” these land 
management service personnel are demanding and took 
every draconian measure their bureaucratic sponsors 
demand that together have been shown cumulatively 
catastrophic to the economy, what if either they, the simply 
curious enthusiast tramping in those “preserves,” or even a 
random animal introduces a soil pathogen?  Is it not more 
likely that these species will survive if they are maintained in 
an array of isolated refugia?

Then why are those “protectors” making that so difficult? 

So perhaps these otherwise seemingly nasty implications 
on my part really are warranted.  Whose survival are we 
talking about? 2011, Erysimum teretifolium from CalPhotos.org by Dylan Neubauer

http://calphotos.berkeley.edu/cgi/img_query?enlarge=0000+0000+0511+0423
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