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After assisting the lady, Ed parked The Dodge under the tree on the right.  
Note the stairs on the left under the horse’s chest.  This is the same spot. 

About 1922 - Photo courtesy of Edward Fenn 
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But are all my roads perfect?  No!   There are some that could be better, particularly in how they collect water.  The problem with this 
culvert is that the east facing slope on the northern half of this place (down to the left) is so steep, there is no good place to run the 
water down it.  Sometimes you have to make one, as we did in the case of the rock drainages you have seen.  That just takes time
and money to get done.  I’ve done one channel every several years with two left to do.  Hopefully I will have the situation corrected 

within my working lifetime.  In any case, this one gets its ditch cleaned and a bigger water-bar as soon as I get done with…  

October October 20201313



XThis Is Your

Road

This stump has

Original Grade

…this.   This is a different type of problem that, although inevitable, has since been made more urgent and more complicated by 
environmentalists and lawyers.  The original problem was our stump.  Although I had removed the weight of the tree, it was doomed to 

slide.  However, it slid a LOT sooner because the County cleaned the ditches two feet from the pavement to keep the water off the 
pavement.  The County lawyers had spoken: ‘There shall be no water on pavement,’ because they didn’t want to be sued.  The 

problem with that “logic” is that anybody driving fast enough to hydroplane on single-lane, treacherous, windy roads like this deserves 
what they will get.  Within months, about 40 cubic yards of soil slid four feet onto a road surface only 11 feet wide, forcing heavy trucks 
to run with their wheels supported by the edge of a cliff to the left.  As the stump sagged, its roots tangled with others, started to pull off 
the whole slope.  The customary landowner practice is to wait for a storm, allow their trees to fall, block the road, and then complain to 
the County.  Then the County comes along (after dealing with bigger problems elsewhere) and cleans up the mess for free, leaving the 
unstable slope in place to fail again.  Eventually, they may hydro-seed the slope with exotic grasses per environmental specifications 

to “protect” the streams a half mile away from sediment.  I can’t let that happen.  So the Department of Public Works gave me a permit 
(free) to deal with it.  More importantly, when I couldn’t find a contractor, they let me do my thing.  Thank you.

March 2016

This stump has 
sagged 3 feet

The toe of the slope
had moved out 4 feet
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Yet there was a minor complication to beginning the job to which you are now a witness, one that required a bit of extra 
documentation for posterity because of  the site history you have already read.  Note that the slope to the right of the dashed yellow 

line becomes almost flat to the left of the line.  Note also how this flat section follows roughly the same course as the county road
below.   Even without Mr. McKiernan’s road below, the original slope would never have been level across it as it is here.  It is almost 
as if this was an older road, one made long ago, except that the only older “old road” made before Charley McKiernan built his in the 

1850s was the path made for the Spanish by Indians of Mission Santa Clara equipped with sticks and baskets in the summer of 1791.  
Accordingly, it seems that this may indeed be that old Spanish track.  Unfortunately, the repair to reslope that overhanging 

embankment will remove just about all of the old road.  What to do?  Get the permit, document it for the archaeological record, check 
it with a metal detector, scrape off the surface to stockpile native grasses, save the topsoil for the revegetation job, and fix it.  It is 

saddening to take out this likely vestige of the mission era, and it does cause one to ponder what the Indians had to do to build it or 
how the land might have looked to the Spanish when they passed by this very spot 225 years ago, but it’s just how things have to be.

November 2013 November 2013 –– before the slope failurebefore the slope failure
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September 2016September 2016

Getting rid of the mess is of course not at all free for us.  This Case backhoe rents for $2,000 a week (of which almost $500 is taxes).  
Between the backhoe, skip loader, and various sundries for this project, we put in about $10,000 and got 90 yards of fill dirt. So, what 

did that $3,000 in taxes get you?  Carbon credits for big corporations.

Below this curb 
Is an almost vertical
drop of 12-15 feet.

Edge of pavement
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October 2016 – Ready for revegetation 
Unlike the oak, a madrone stump can take 20 years to rot, 
so it will help hold the slope until fresh roots can take over.

I sloped the hill and shuttled out the fill using it to improve drainage on dirt roads elsewhere.  Dug out the ditch by hand to provide 
support from the pavement surface for a 10”X24” berm in the ditch of 1-1/2” drain-rock to resist impact from car tires (you can see the 
tracks already).  Moistened the fill, mixed it, backfilled the ditch, and compacted it in 3 lifts.   Added more above the first course and 

packed it.  Had contractors round off the top edge with an excavator and grind the remaining stumps.  After $10,000 of our money and 
three months of arduous labor, it’s ready for topsoil.   Had the County done this, it would have probably cost you $50,000 more.



October 2016 – Cast of character… (note the tractors on the tape)
Thank you Beacon Veterinary Hospital

In the process there was $7,000 in incidental damage to my beloved companion and protector. At the end of each day, Dax loved riding 
in the loader bucket of the tractor; for four weeks she was queen of the road.  Then, when I shifted from a backhoe to a skip loader, in 

came a John Deere instead of the Case machines to which I was used.  When I parked the Deere and depressurized the hydraulic 
system, unknown to me, the “four-in-one” bucket would open overnight, unlike the Case (couldn’t see it from the cab and should have 
checked).  The next morning, she jumps in the bucket as usual.  I start the tractor and raise the bucket… with one of her feet on the 

ground in the gap between the two halves of the clam-shell.  The jaws closed by gravity and mashed her shin bones.  Dax surely didn’t 
deserve it, but until this, at 12 years old she was having the time of her life.  This was four weeks of heaven, and six of pure hell being 

stuck in the house, followed by another 12 weeks of rehab purgatory.  She’s my buddy, my guard dog, and my responsibility with only a 
couple of years left, hopefully to help train her heiress.  With a puppy, it’ll be heaven and hell for her, mixed together all over again.  
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November 2016 – “Revegetation,” this slope got temporary tarps whenever it rained (above)

Revegetation started with a topsoil slurry from the top.  It was spread by hand, but it could be done with a hopper mixer feeding an 
articulated conveyor.  The bottom third was tossed with a shovel.  Water that down so that it forms a film.  Plop in some irises, sedges, 
buckeye seeds, toyon seedlings, elderberry started from cuttings, Ceanothus, and other such.  Keep watering until the rains come for 

regeneration from remnant roots of wild peas and our awesome grasses for steep slopes, Calamagrostis rubescens, and Agrostis halii.  
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December 2016 December 2016 –– More permanent More permanent tarpingtarping in progressin progress

When the heavy rains came it got cold, with a plastic cover with the edges wrapped in battens screwed to 3X6 timbers. Effectively, this is 
similar to the “mini-greenhouse” technology used in the grassland restoration chapter. Note the date. Unfortunately, I was too late.
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September 2017  2017 – Just  up the road from the the p prior  image

I was too late finishing the project and it got too cold for the roots to sprout, partly because this part of the project was in shade almost 
all day when the winter sun was at a low angle.  Then we got that infamous 87 inches of rain.  Some of the plants I put in did take 

(especially the shrubs), but I am sure by now the bulk of those root nodes I spread on the surface are dead.  So this part may get a 
classic seed and mulch treatment before being again covered with timbers, tops and plastic as before.  
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September September 2017 2017 –– Just down the road from the prior imageJust down the road from the prior image

This project got rain in the early fall, and then was covered by mid-October.  That provided enough warmth for good root development. 
I removed the plastic to weed it in the spring. To me, this is a perfectly acceptable outcome because I have sufficient number deep-
rooted individuals of species that spread by rhizomes well enough distributed to establish a full cover. To the County, this is not yet 
enough cover for an erosion control project, principally because they usually seed with annuals that cover every inch with shallow 

rooted grasses. Yet this is September, and these bunch grasses are green.  Had I watered it over the summer, these grasses would 
have met that full cover expectation with more soil-holding power than do the annuals the County uses.  We have only to wait. 



Y

November 2013November 2013

SlopeSlopeSlope

The point of all this ranting about failing roads is that YOU, “General Public,” have been in command of this situation all along.  Your 
agents at the State asked investors to build toll roads because General Public wouldn’t pay the State or County enough to do it. Your 

agents gave a monopoly to Mr. McKiernan, forcing Charlie Martin to snake his road up here.  General Public, didn’t ask how the 
builders would manage the risks or specify those construction methods.  Then your State agents helped the railroads gain rights of way 

that put the toll roads out of business.  So then you “bought” those toll roads for $0.10 on the dollar.  Then your agents built another 
highway and ignored that old County road.  Then they “improved” it with a cheap skin of oil and screens they wouldn’t let anybody else 

get away with to increase tax revenue on new houses.  Today your agents whine about the mess and lack of “funding” to fix it while 
specifying road standards that are impossible for anyone to afford.  Some of these old problems (like Martin’s road) are on private 

property.  I am not asking you to fix those.  I am asking you to leave those of us who want to fix those old problems for free, FREE to do 
that work without your permission or supervision.  None of that can happen as long as your government agents cling to the power to 

extort a series of ridiculous payoffs to supposedly supervise and protect an often flimsy claim to protect public health and safety without 
real responsibility for the outcome.  That bureaucratic claim to manage all risk, supposedly on your behalf, is what makes these 

technical issues essentially political, even on private land.  It’s not working for the roads, the land, or its users, human or otherwise.
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