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San Pablo Watershed Neighbors Education and Restoration Society 

A Flash of Yellow  Martha Berthelsen   Photos:  Becky Matsubara

On a summer walk through a tree-lined neighborhood or local 

regional park, you might be fortunate to glimpse a flash of 

bright yellow amongst the leaves. A bird surely, but which one 

could it be? We have several species of yellow birds in western 

Contra Costa County, many here only in the spring-to-

summer breeding season. One tiny bird that flits rapidly 

through 

the trees 

or shrubs 

is the 

Wilson’s Warbler (above). Another possibility is the Orange-

crowned Warbler (left) which is more olive in tone. They are 

usually busy finding caterpillars or other insects to eat and to 

feed their nestlings. The Wilson’s will also grab flying insects 

from the air, or hover briefly while inspecting and cleaning 

leaves of pests such as aphids.  

Warblers have small thin bills ideally suited to picking small 

insects, which helps to distinguish them from other small 

yellow birds such as goldfinches. The short triangular bill of 

finches is adapted for eating hard seeds, although they 

consume a limited number of insects as well. You will see 

goldfinches most often perched on flowering annual plants that 

produce lots of seeds. Unlike the two warblers mentioned 

above, both the American and Lesser goldfinch (right) can be 

seen here year-round. The American has brighter colors, with a 

yellow back contrasting with black and white wings. 

Hooded and  Bullock’s Orioles are also yellow summer birds in 

our area, but they are much larger, and move more slowly as 

they are foraging. Their long but sturdy bill helps them use a 

variety of foods – insects, berries and other fruit, and even 

nectar from hummingbird feeders.  

When summer is over, do not give up looking for yellow 
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birds. You might spot a handsome Townsend’s warbler (right), 

although they aren’t common.  Most likely you’ll see just one 

Townsend’s in a flock of 

several Yellow-rumped 

warblers, which are 

common winter residents 

(left, in summer colors; we 

rarely see them like this 

around here.) The Yellow-

rumps can breed in the 

Sierras and north coastal mountains, but some migrate all the way to Alaska, 

and the Townsend’s breed in Canada and Alaska. 

Every bird has its own set of needs for food and other components of its habitat – a water source, shelter from 

predators and harsh weather, and resources for raising young such as suitable nest sites and a plentiful supply of the 

right kind of food - almost all of our song birds depend on insects to feed their young. And of course these needs 

vary with the season, and whether the bird is just migrating through or staying for the summer and or the winter. All 

types of environments are important for birds – front and back yards, neighborhoods of mature trees, open space 

parks, and creek-side riparian areas. A lack of pesticides is also vital, to preserve the insects that birds rely on.  Bird 

populations across North America have experienced a worrisome decline in the past few decades; so it’s critical to 

take care of our local environment and promote responsible stewardship of public lands. 

Many thanks to Becky Matsubara for allowing us to use her wonderful photos. She has spent countless hours 

observing birds at Sobrante Ridge Regional Preserve and other local areas. See her photos at: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/beckymatsubara/albums/72157700050148474    Ms. Matsubara also contributes data to 

e-Bird (https://ebird.org/about ), a wonderful database run by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology.

Care and be cared for – People need nature too 

Now is a good time to pay attention to the small things that can bring joy. Walking 

in nature, slowing down and taking time to observe closely, are proven antidotes to 

stress. Watching the activities of birds, butterflies or bees, and the life cycles of 

flowers, can help human problems recede for a while, and give us chance to reset 

our priorities. Taking time for a quiet walk or just sitting and observing, can 

nourish our souls, however you view that concept, and also give us strength to address some of the problems. 

This sense of peace is extra important in these times, and be grateful that you have – or can create - the opportunity 

to enjoy the natural world. In whatever way you can, support and promote access for everyone. Many people don’t 

have easy access to open space parks, or tree lined neighborhoods. There are so many different ways to make a 

contribution with your actions – plant flowers for pollinators in your front yard for all to see, join or support creek 

stewardship groups such as SPAWNERS, urban tree planting efforts, community parks and gardens, and 

organizations that engage youth in caring for nature. Set a good example on your walks too, and pick up litter (with 

gloves) whenever you see it. Here are a few suggestions for local groups: The Watershed Project 

http://thewatershedproject.org/, YES Nature to Neighborhoods https://www.yesfamilies.org/our-mission-vision, 

Urban Tilth https://www.urbantilth.org/, Richmond Trees http://www.richmondtrees.org/, & Groundwork 

Richmond http://www.groundworkrichmond.org/. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/beckymatsubara/albums/72157700050148474
https://ebird.org/about
http://thewatershedproject.org/
https://www.yesfamilies.org/our-mission-vision
https://www.urbantilth.org/
http://www.richmondtrees.org/
http://www.groundworkrichmond.org/
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Eucalyptus Globulus:  Resident Alien Donald Bastin

In late June of this year, a contractor working for the County removed ten 

large blue gum eucalyptus which had been part of our world since we moved 

into our home on Hillside Drive (just west of Kennedy Grove) in 1986.  The 

trees were about 140 feet tall, and had obscured our view of the hills to the 

southwest and we had naturally been concerned about what would happen 

should one of them decide to fall.  So we were not sorry to see them go.  Still, 

they were noble trees, and their removal got me to thinking about their history 

in our area. 

As we all know, eucalyptus are native to Australia/Tasmania.  The number of 

species listed varies from a low of around 500 to a high of 700.  The blue gum 

is one of the largest, easily growing to 150 feet (while some in Tasmania have 

approached 300 feet).  They can live for at least 150 years and perhaps as long 

as 400 years. This species is by far the most common in California. 

There were two periods of eucalyptus “craze” in California: first in the 1870s 

and then in the early 1900s.  Our local stands of blue gum are part of this second “craze,” and a man by the name of 

Frank Havens is the responsible party. In 1906 Havens founded the People’s Water Company, which controlled 

watershed land from Richmond to San Leandro.  As part of a scheme to generate income, he planted thousands of 

eucalyptus trees in areas now owned by EBMUD 

or the East Bay Regional Parks District (including 

Tilden Park and Kennedy Grove).  The idea was 

to make money on the timber. The blue gum 

seemed to be too good to be true:  it grew very 

fast, was tall and straight, and didn’t seem to mind 

being packed tightly together. The growing East 

Bay needed lumber, and the blue gum seemed to 

be the answer. Of course, we now know that 

eucalyptus wood makes poor lumber, and the 

whole scheme quickly evaporated. By 1913 the 

stands had been abandoned. 

While listed as “invasive,” the eucalyptus needs a steady supply of moisture to self-propagate, and does not spread 

aggressively, especially in our drier inland areas.  For the most part, the stands planted over 100 years ago occupy 

much the same space that they did when planted.  Nor do these stands appear to be the barren biological and 

botanical wastelands that some claim.  They are in fact home to many bird species, insects (like Monarch 

butterflies), and reptiles and salamanders (in the leaf litter). Of course, eucalyptus “forests” are prone to hot and 

destructive fires. The leaf and the dry-bark ground litter, combined with the artificially dense stands of timber, 

combine to form a perfect “fire storm.”  While eradication may not be practicable, thinning, as practiced by the 

CCC over 80 years ago, would be of help.   

For better or worse, the eucalyptus has made a home in our corner of the world. And while some may wish for its 

eradication, since it is no longer planted, and spreads only with difficulty, it may be that, in a few hundred year’s 

time, these familiar long-term residents will have vanished from our watershed. 

Kennedy Grove area, 1934.  These trees were then between 25 and 30 years old.  Note 

the many tree stumps, evidence of thinning carried out by the boys of the Civilian 

Conservation Corps.     Photo courtesy of the El Sobrante Historical Society. 
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Trash Assessment X 2 

Every year, SPAWNERS volunteers collect data 

regarding the amount and nature of trash that winds 

up in and along San Pablo Creek.  In normal years we 

conduct two formal trash collection projects in widely 

separated sections of the creek.  This year, despite 

constraints imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic, we 

were able to meet our goals. 

Our first 

assessment 

took place, 

on June 

25, on a 

stretch of 

San Pablo 

Creek just 

off Parr 

Blvd, not 

far from 

San Pablo Bay.  This is an area that we had cleared 

many times in the past, and which usually was found 

to be heavily burdened with trash of all kinds.  While 

at the end of the day we had collected a fair pile of 

the usual plastic pieces, bags, tennis balls and 

whatever, it wasn’t nearly as bad as in the past. The 

most unusual 

object found was 

this lime-green 

bicycle, which was 

in the middle of 

the creek bed.  

But it couldn’t 

have been there long, as evidenced by the lack of rust. 

The 

second 

assessment 

took place 

behind the 

El 

Sobrante 

Library, on 

July 24. 

 

Summary:  Parr site: 170 lbs of trash, including a 

catalytic converter.  Library site: 190 lbs, including 

lumber.  Most numerous items were plastics and food 

wrappers.  Actually a bit less than previous years, so 

that’s a good thing..  

       3rd Saturday Volunteer Work Parties 

Next Workday: No public work days as we continue to 
maintain our sites during the pandemic. Contact us if you wish 
to participate in our limited work parties.   Check our website 
for updates. 

Who We Are 
SPAWNERS operates as an independent group under 
the sponsorship of the Richmond Watershed Project, 
a 501(c)(3) non-profit.  The Program Coordinator is 
Helen Fitanides, who can be contacted at: 
Helen@thewatershedproject.org   or call  510-665-3538.  
Donald Bastin is the newsletter editor.  Helen 
oversees a steering committee composed of the 
following volunteers: 

Martha Berthelsen Gudrun Kleist 
Judy Ward     Donald Bastin

Richard “Dick” 

Bush and 

Gudrun Kleist 

policing the area 

near the Appian 

bridge overpass.  

Note the 

homeless 

encampment in 

the background. 

Trash brigade in front ot the Fahden House:  Back, from left:  Satoko 

Takeda, Helen Fitanides, Dick Bush, Paula Urtecho, Gabriela Suarez. 

Front:  Martha Berthelsen, Gudrun Kleist.  

From Left: Helen Fitanides, Sarah Haselton, Pat 

Finucane, Martha Berthelsen, Judy Ward, Dick Bush 

mailto:Helen@thewatershedproject.org

