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WINTER REVELS ALONG THE {;DSUMNES

DANCE OF THE CRANES

B_y Mike Faden

Each morning, the sandhill cranes converge on the fields where

they'll spend the day. Small flying groups herald their approach with

resonant cries. A stand Ing pair point their lung- bills sk}rward and call

out in unison, Then an odd bowing and jumping begins, occasionally

spreading to other pairs until parts of the feld resemble a dance

floor of intoxicated revelers. Nearby, dowitchers and stilts tiproe

through shallow water while a huge,
noisy ock of blackbirds wheels above,
The sheer alvondance of birds in this
expanstve, watery landscape recalls
wildlile programs shot i more exotic
loeations than this Central Valleysp-at
just 3 mile cast of Tnrerstate 5.

1t's scenes like this that actrace people
v the Cosunines River Preserve between
Stockton and Sacemnento, As many as
4000 of the cranes spend each winter
here before J']}ring bk ber thesie [m-.l:fding
grounds in Alaska, Canada, and Siberda.
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San Francisco—and on aclear d;l}r you
can sec Mount Diablo looming surpris-
ingly large in the west. .

The cranes were one reason [
returned here last fall. And the gregan-
ois, showy birds deserve the attention.
But they're only part of an extraordinary
tale of cooperative conservation thats
been unfolding here for 215 years.

Onee, the rivers of the C’Eﬂtllé]Vﬂ.”l’.}-‘
owvetlowed each winter and spring, cre-
ating vist I'[m:d]_-i:lfns parterned with
tiparian lorests, grasslands, and marshes.
These savanna landscapes were home to

Farm fields around the Cosumnas River i
peofect winter habital for thousands of

cranes Thal feed—and dance - amongth
stubble of rice, corn, and other Cfops.

millions of birds, as well as grizzly bears |
and huge herds of tule elk.

All the vivers have long since been |
darmmied. Save one: the Cosumines,
which scill Movws freely from its Sietra ||
headwaters to its junction with the.
Mokehmnic River, abiout s mile soudh
of the preserve’s visitor center.

The Nature Conservancy started
lm}rj.ng land here in 1944, purchasing
85 acres of rare riparian valley oak
forest, By 1987, with help from Ducks
Unlimited, the preserve had added mote
tarmland and wetlands, "Ar that FU;.H_E; |
it consisted of some land, 2 sign, and |
a rrail,” says Mike Earon, who oversets |
San Josquin Valley projeces for the
CONSEFVATCY.

Within a (ew years, though, the
project snowballed as am unusual mix |
of other AZEOTICS amed m%aniz::_t_in_:}.s
jumped aboard, including the federal
Burean of Landl’i-'_lauag’cmm!., srate
agencics, the County of Sacramento,
and private landowners, Now, the pro-
tected area has grown to 45,000 acees

including 1,200 nm:es;bf"m:’_d_aml anil




more thay 1,500 aces of Fijsarim
furﬂ.{\'t.

Mascof s iz not open lo the pub-
Lic; bBue e few trails and country roads
running through the preserye provide
a ghimpse inlo a landseape starting to
resemble the valley as 1t might once have
been. Bestides the cranes, 1ens of thou-
santls of wildfowl come here during the
winter. You won't find clk or grizzlies,
but you mighe be hucky cnough oo see
otters or beaver,

The preserve exjsts largely because
of the rver's Llllll-l;il',ll.'_‘ gcogra]:rh},; Mloasi
major Central Valley rvers are swollen
in spring by the meleing anowpack that
drains out of thei headwarters high in
the Sierra Mevada, This stowmelt, com-
bined with winter rain, provides enough
water (o make danis economical, But the
Camtrmines starts life at 7600 feet, too
low 1o gather much snow, “The warer-
shed is relatively low, and relarively
small” Eaton says, “Thars why it has
remained undamme

But thar ducesn'’t mean i wasn'l
altered. As with other Central Walley
waterways, the river was hemmed i by
levees so the area could b firmed and
developed.

By the 1ggos, conservation biologists
wore thinking mone Liroadly about
restoring natural Central Valley land-
seapes: At Cosumnnes, thar meant allow-
ing the rver to once again spill across
the plain in winicr, rén:real:ing the area's
natural processes and eventually, per-
haps, its natural landscape.
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Inspiration came rather unexpectedly
m 1985, A few mniles east of whepe the
VISIOOL Center 1w .al.‘}mi.-i, h ii'w.t: l:]:u:;tch
ﬂﬂﬂdﬁd ﬁEIdR ::Illl'.l ({T]m}'ﬂﬁ({ hﬂ,‘f{ﬂn{'n{
on them. Fast-growing willows and
cotcanwoods Gmned out from the
breach to establish whar became known
as the “accidental forest” In 1905, biola-
gists carved a so-foot gap ina levee
nier the accidental forese. Again, the
wirlers rushed in, and forest—rthis time
mtentional —emerged. | he reslting
J:Ipai.‘ia.l‘] FEgEtat!It’Ill KO .'|[1.r;;s'i{'.:i Tirgl-
Ing song sparrows, common yellow-
throats, ted-winged blackbirds, and a
hast of ather birds,

Bur there were some unexpected
effecrs, Researchers ar UC Davis started
stuclying what was happening under-
water in the winter-looded forese. o
CYeryunc’s sucprise, Sacramento splitail
— numnow relarive that prows up 1o
16 inches Iu:rng—-u.—un-. :ila:lwn'l-rlg un the
mass of submerged stems. Memwhile,

juventle splicesil amd remnamts of the

]
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The Cosumnes Preserye
hasta alhoal 1om,o0n
wildfowl each year.

(lestt) A pied billed grebe
wiith It chbcks paddies
amang floating mosguidta
lern, which tums bright
red b Late sumimes and
fall. (balow) Winter brings
tain, leoded fields, and
Tong-dlstance nilsrints

like these tundra swans,
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river's shrinking chimook salmon popu
lacion fed an millions of :\hLu:uP and
other invertebrates thriving m the habi-
tat created by the new vegetation.

Belore the cover was tamed, new halbsi-
tat like: this was created regularly by the
e of braided channels dhar mean-
derd ll‘ll‘(}i_!gh the ‘i'rli[:‘.}r,, says LICC 1 Dvas
gunh}giﬁt IEH'-L‘E}' Mlounr. Sedimem
deposived by che shifting channels
pumctuared the broad plain with banks,
bumps, and dips.

Mlong chanmels, npanan vegetation
would wndess o snceession, with wil
lowes gi'l.ril 1wy Lo 5Imrc[—grmw-_ug ‘l.-'n]]ﬂj'
oaks. During surgimg winter How, chan-
nels would sometimes become jammed
with wood, the Sow would leap its
banks 1o form a gew cver braid, and
succession would begin anew:

A 1985 levee breach {renler dghl of imase) fleoded
low-lying areas with nutrient-rich sedimeant, st
the stage for resurgent riparian woodlands later dubbed

the Yaccidental forest.”
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The result was a "real inosaie, with

extraordinary diversity, from UPUTL Urass-
land to wll valley oak forests, and abun-
dant freshwater marsh,” Mot says: It
was 2 recipe tor biological richness”

Sertlement and diking for farming
brought a steady reduction i complex-
ity, a flattening of the land, and replace-
mient of the mosaic with the repeating
pattern of row crops,

Today, the preserve is agai becom-
iy o mosaic, with more than a i aof
104 Urigi'rlaf lnmnr‘v. But natural [roacesscs
areonly part of the story; the preserve is
also managed in a way that the partners.
hope can benchr both wildlife and
humans, The preserve mcludes thoo
sands ol acres of firmbind, some owned
by che COTSCLVANCY OT ILs PAITRELS, SOme
held privately and protected by ease-
ments. “One of our main objectives
is sustainable agriculture,” says Rick
Couper, a Buneim of Land Manapemeni
employee who coordinates the work of
the preserve’s partners. So the preserve
15 [ar from being a wilderness; 1t's criss-
erussed by roads, and fredght imims
rumble aerg rased oracks fust o few
_}'.‘lrds from the visitor center,

Farming plays a big role m sUppoLt
my spectalar bird populations and
other wildlile, In sorme rice and corn
fields, che sinbble is cropped close to the
ground alter harvese: then the ficlds are
Hooded. Flooding sn'l 1o tough a job,
since most of the preserve, though just

60 miles mland, is i.'ll'l!}-' tuee feet above
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221 Jt'.w.r. .;m.d thr‘_‘
tver reses and falls
as mnich as five feer
with the tide.
Flooded helds
provide habitar for
more than oo
wildfow! tlia 5L thd:
PrEserve as o winler
refuge or year-round residence, clud-
ing mallards, wood ducks, northern
shovelers, pintails, and cundra swans, Ie
alser benechrs farmers, Cooper says, con-
trolling weeds, helping to decompose the
stubble, and adding nitragen to the sail,
The Hooded ard slry ficlds are vital
(ior the cranes, which start ALEIVIIE i)
septetber and stay as late as April, with
peak numbers of 2,500 to 4000 between
Movember imd February, Most of the

cranes ar Closnmnes are the four-foo-
tall lesser sumdhill cranes. A fraction sre
the slightly larger Canadian sanddhlls,
and a lew are the even larger greater
sandlills, which are lisced as threatened
in Calilornia.

The cranes roost in the shallowly
Mowiclid areas, which harlor crustaceans
ama] ether iverrebrace srcks. The open
expanscs of shallow water also likely
allow the cranes to detect approaching
predators. Each morning, the cranes My
in small groups from their roosting
gronmnds to the drier lelds whers they'll
spend the day lazing, leceding—and
dancing.

Crane d.:IJJCfng can include a bizarne

Thae prisserveis @ mosale of ahitals,
including remnant old-growth riparkan
wak woodlands, ploneer willow stands,
and oppen barm Relds. (lef) e “accide-
tal forest” that sprars up after the 198
flond has provided a soodel for Later
Intentional levae breaches. Gidow])
Praserve masnagiss batance fparian
restoration with the needs of the cranes,
wihicly rogst in flooded felds and feed o
crustaceans amdl uiter invertebrates,
and then spend thelr shays in drier Aelds

feeding on rain left among e stubble.

sequence of bows, jumps, and stick

tosses. [ lere's 4 1ggg descriprion fram
volunteer preserve naturalist Mary
Rodgers: "l incing cranes bounce
around like rubber balls, prrowetie, hop.
Hap their wings, leap up to eight (eet in
the air.” Although often assoviated with
courtship and mating, daneing can occur
anong birds of almest any aige, at almaost
ar iJ." {ime,

Some of the best Jancing takes place
m January and February, and some ol
the best places to sev 1he birds are near
the wisitor center, on Bruceville Raoad
and Desmaornd Road, says preserve wal-

unteer John

Teochet
Sunset :!ruI

stnrise ame the

A tanoe trip gives

& ghimpse ol the
presaive's histold
abundancy, but the area
is far froun wild, Trains
funble over the tresls
Ief ¥hsi: background,

and Interslale 5

is @ mibe away.




best times to warch dhe g7 wiullieul Conumes Sfier Freserve limg enough to
cranes, which often m'w::g.“ 4 i ooty (—"'f prevent chinook
become less acoive * Canniia S S | sabmon fron mak
arod lllllddil:r". Troche Riperilsmecys Fd __J'I - fng their fall run.

ln:u't:cu]:ir]j.- hikes g ; B there’s
fur J‘mr.u:t [or the

salmon. Under-an

agreemen| .-iiglltl.‘l

! tar the preserve when the

|
= -"o‘:.elf

sHm di}m toward the l‘l i -4
Tosuinnes E S

horion, silhone iny

the fiying sandhills as
they converze on the
shallow pouls where
theyll spend the night. ;
Keep alow profile, i
he says. "It you stay in
poLr car and use itasa
blind, cranes will land
very close and dance”
When the cranes return
i their T{:rml.fng sikes T
st im the :':w:nfng,
the cries of hundreds
of birds are nwt to be
muissed. “1Aoll the win
dow down,” he advises.
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= Falsom Lake 1o sat-
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to breach addisomnal
levees and [ree more
of the tiver 1o surge

both threatened 1n

California, also live a the preserve and
;r|'.|:,- an is mosaic ol habitis, Some of
the hawks nest a1 the edge of old aak
forests and lotage 1n the felds nearby.
The garter snakes need wetland arens
to feed, but also forage m grassland imd
hibernate in dricr elevated areas duning
the winter.

Currently, two trails are apen to the
public. The shore, wheelchair-accessible
wetland walk passes through former
Farrland now coswerted into oule marsh
ard open warer, with o boardwall and

JJr.'.w[Jr constructed crime Vitwing pI:u:-

firm JUSE st ol the visttor center. The

longer river walk takes you through
fields wl plinted oaks, along sloughs,
and vl Lo 11[:2:1:;;:111. x:.JnE beside l'hf
eiver itself, Both toails staro near the visi-
tor center, which also hosts narure walks
and paddling touzs ([or lolks who bring
kayaks or canocs),

The expanding preserve includes
other interesting areas not generally open
toy thie public, such as the Tall Forest, an
ald-prowth aak grove where Trocher
lesreds monthly bird counts. Staten Islnd,
the preserves most recent addition, s a
Few mades 1oy the wese. This Delta wsland,
accessible by car, is 1 good place to see
massed fowl and cranes. Floward Ranch,
ta the northeast, 15 home to vernal puuls
with spectacular spring wildflower dis-
plays. Preserve managers plan to opena
new trail there this spring.

The preserve cuntimues to face chal-
lenges. The biggest is encroaching devel
CPITEDNE, which has driven increased
groundwater pumping, Since the gsus,
pumping has sucked down the warer
table to as much as 8o feet below sea
level. As a resule, che rover has dred up

during sunumer —and rermatnied dry

across its historic
I]undiﬂ;]fn_ Such human incervention—
milorrmied hll,r the I:‘."I't":'p'iﬂLlS 20 }feaxs' CXpi-
rience al the preserve—may hold the
key to restoring the river’s narural
Pm’:fﬁﬁfﬁ.

GETTING THERE

The Cosumnes River Preserve is locaced
off T-5 berween Sacramento and Stock-
ron, Take T-580 west to I-zog 1o -5 north
tor the Twin Cities Road cxit (marked
with a binnculars sign for wildlife view-
ing ). lake Twin Cities Road east for one
mile. lurn right ento Tranklin Boule-
varel The visitor center is located on the
[efi sicle. For mote informanon, go to
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Bortland, Oregon—bused setenie writer Mike Faden's
work bas aprearad in Popular Science, Wired,
anid other pueblicarians,
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COSUMMNES RIVER WALK
Salurday, January 28,2 pm,
lein Bay Natire for a guided walk through

Cosumnes Preserve, This hike is limited to 4o
attendees. RSVP required by January 25. Email
hikes@baynature.com, or call [510)528-8550.

Wisit “Bay Mature Events" at

wwrw baynalure.com for details,
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