
The first thing that comes to mind when you 
think of a party is probably not a bunch of people 
digging in the dirt, but that was the scene at the 
World Wetlands Day 2012 restoration celebration 
held on Saturday, February 4, 2012 in the Wat-
sonville Sloughs. Close to 70 volunteers joined 
the City of Watsonville and Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch to help plant 1149 native plants. Thirty-five 
different species were planted including Marsh 
Goldenrod, California Blackberry, Sneezeweed, 
Santa Barbara Sedge, Creeping Wild Rye, and 
Cow Parsnip to support the wildlife that calls the 
slough home. The sloughs provide a refuge for 
wildlife and are a nursery for fish. 

The focus of this year’s World Wetlands Day 
restoration was a spot on Struve Slough, which 
runs behind the end of Westridge Drive from 
Harkins Slough Road to Highway 1. The area had 
been saturated with poison hemlock, an invasive 
grass species that dominated the bank and pre-
vented native grasses from growing.

“We want to produce an environment for a 
much bigger suite of wildlife,” Wetlands Watch 
Restoration Director Jonathan Pilch said. “A lot of 
birds in California are in great decline. We want 
to bolster the population of those birds in decline 

due to loss of habitat. Eventually we want it to 
look like a colorful meadow here.” 

The diverse group of volunteers came from all 
over the community including local businesses 
like Driscoll’s and West Marine, church groups, 
cub scouts, neighbors, trail walkers, docents, and 
friends.

“It’s beautiful here!” said Hermana Cardon, 
an Elder of the Church of Latter Day Saints who 
is here with a missionary group, many of whom 
came out to help with the restoration. When asked 
why the group decided to help with the slough 
restoration, Osorio said: “We want to give back 
and help make our communities better.”

Greg Jones brought his two young sons, Ca-
leb and Ryan, to help with the planting.  Their 
home looks out over the slough so Greg thought 
it would be great to join in the restoration effort.  
Pointing back across the slough to the housing 
tract, Greg said: “I helped build this so I saw the 
area when there was nothing here. The places 
that were developed got overgrown with weeds, 
but that didn’t happen to the places that weren’t 
touched.” Greg went on to describe the wildlife 
that he and his family enjoy seeing from their 

Big Turnout for World Wetlands Day 2012: 
A Restoration Celebration        

Neighbors and community members turned out at Struve 
Slough for World Wetlands Day.
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back yard and the special care they take of the 
habitat.

As a fun and relaxing conclusion to the restora-
tion party, staff from the City of Watsonville Ram-
sey Park Nature Center led the group on a nature 
walk along the Slough trail where volunteers were 
fortunate to see a Great Blue Heron and many 
other birds exhibiting their natural behaviors.

When the new native grasses begin to flourish, 
Wetlands Watch biologists hope to see a healthy 
return of the more than 260 migratory and resi-
dent birds, namely ground nesting birds, teals, 
mallards, white-tailed kites and burrowing owls.

Burrowing Owl wintering near the Wetlands Educational 
Resource Center: Local Photographer, Efren B. Adalem  

Two Burrowing Owl Events       
Although small and not well-known, Burrow-

ing Owls are unique in many ways, as we were 
fortunate enough to learn during two special 
events recently hosted by The Watch.

For instance, did you know:
Western Burrowing Owls mimic the sound of • 
a rattlesnake to protect their burrows?  
The owls prefer to live in places where the • 
grass is short, like areas with native grasses or 
mowed golf courses, so that they can watch 
for prey and predators? 
Tall non-native grasses create an inhospitable • 
habitat for Burrowing Owls?
The extermination of ground squirrels and • 
prairie dogs leads to a loss of habitat for the 

owls, because Burrowing Owls live in their 
burrows?

The first event, held on January 18, was pre-
sented by Mt. Madonna’s fifth grade class who en-
lightened a large, enthusiastic audience at the Fitz 
Wetlands Educational Resource Center (WERC) 
about these facts and more. These inspiring stu-
dents presented a lively summary of their research 
for their special environmental project on the pro-
tection of the Western Burrowing Owl. They also 
screened their imaginative DVD, “Give a Hoot: 
It’s Foul to Hurt the Burrowing Owl.” The DVD 
was written, acted, filmed, edited and sold by the 
students to benefit restoration of owl habitat. 

As part of the Burrowing Owl project, the class 
worked with Watsonville Wetlands Watch staff on 
a grasslands restoration project in an area adjacent 
to the Fitz WERC. For the last few years, a Bur-
rowing Owl has been making its winter home in 
this area. During the restoration project this curi-
ous owl made an appearance, to the delight of the 
class. In the midst of all their research and work 
for the protection of these threatened birds, the 
students got to actually see a Burrowing Owl!

The second event was held in February as a 
thank you for the Northern Harriers, the Watch’s 
special donors. The Northern Harriers were wined 
and dined at a special reception held in the Corral-
itos Hills. The venue was beautiful with stunning 
views of vineyards and olive groves along with 
wonderful food and conversation.

To top it off, the Northern Harriers were treated 
to a special presentation by Jack Barclay on bur-
rowing owls. Mr. Barclay is a foremost expert on 
Burrowing Owls as a senior wildlife biologist who 
has managed the San Jose International Airport’s 
bird monitoring program since 1989, which in-
cludes burrowing owl management. The audience 
“oohed” and “ahhed” over the amazing pictures 
captured by Mr. Barclay throughout the many 
years of his study of burrowing owls. We learned 
much about the habits and populations of the bur-
rowing owl, the reasons for their decline, and how 
we can help reverse that decline by helping with 
habitat restoration.

Our knowledge of and enthusiasm for this un-
usual little owl was greatly enhanced as a result of 
these two great events.
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Restoration Plantings Underway   

Though there had not been much rain by 
February, planting of native plants on our habi-
tat restoration projects was underway. This year 
we are planting about 36,000 native plants along 
Struve, Hanson, and Watsonville Sloughs, and at 
our native seed farm. We are also re-seeding and 
restoring 3 acres of native grasslands along those 
same sloughs, in partnership with the City of Wat-
sonville, the Resource Conservation District of 
Santa Cruz County, the Land Trust of Santa Cruz 
County, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the 
State Water Board.  With support from Saint Fran-
cis and Pajaro Vally High Schools and the Natural 
Bridges Academy, planting began in December 
and has continued through January. A dry few 
months has meant extra work for our restoration 
staff, as all of our plantings need hand watering 
until either the rains come or their roots establish 
in the soil. By spring these plants will begin to 
create the new habitats that make our sloughs such 
rich and productive places for all that make the 
sloughs their home. 

A California Department of Corrections work crew aids 
riparian planting along Hanson Slough in the fall of 2011

Protecting Wetlands – 
One Step at a Time                 
by Wetland Steward High School Intern Xianjia Huang

The Wetland Stewards interns took a dive 
into their creativity by making mosaic stepping 
stones for the Wetland Stewards’ garden at the 
Fitz WERC. In the course of a few weeks Wetland 
Stewards designed and crafted their own mosaics 
of everything from the sun to birds, snakes, foxes 
and even animal tracks. 

Of course, the most enjoyable part was of the 
most destructive step, the first step; smashing the 
tiles into small pieces. Next, the stewards glued 
the pieces together into the shape of their design. 
The tiles were donated by Paul Burns, the owner 
of Fireclay Tile in Aromas. Some of the tiles were 
recycled from porcelain. The Stewards got their 
hands dirty as they filled in the empty spaces of 
their mosaic stepping stone with grout. “Working 
on the mosaics was a great experience and I got 
to learn how to make something amazing,” com-
mented Mayra Hernandez, a Wetland Steward. 

This process was aided by professional stained 
glass artists; Cathy Gamble and Linda Bjornson 
as well as Sandee Adams, who is a professional 
mosaic artist. These volunteers had to climb many 
boxes in order to find the desired tiles. Linda 
commented that it was very exciting and fun 

Wetland Steward interns Xianjia Huang and Pablo Robles 
arrange their mosaics with the help of mosaic artist Sandee 
Adams of Aromas Hills Artisans

Staff and volunteers set out native plants
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being able to help the Stewards in crafting their mosaic stepping stones. “Not all teens are goofballs,” 
said Cathy. Cathy felt that this is a good counter-weight to teenage stereotypes. The Wetland Stewards’ 
designs were reviewed by these veteran artists as well. 

The stepping stones are a big part of the Wetland Steward Garden which reflect the wetland theme 
and provides a trail for visitors. The freshly laid new trail will help guide guests through a path that will 
educate them about native plants, such as California Wild Rose, Lupine, Coyote Brush and many more, 
that live in the wetlands.

The project was very fun and enjoyable because the process required the use of hands, which is rare 
in an average class. This is a unique opportunity to influence the generation to come in helping the envi-
ronment one stepping stone at a time.

Students Build New Soil Bin 
After almost 7 years of heavy use and wear, with 

only part of the floor still intact and the sides begin-
ning to rot, the old soil bin used for the Fitz WERC 
nursery needed to retire. The soil bin plays a key 
role by storing the soil used for nursery propagation 
and protecting it from contamination and moisture. 
Watch volunteer and new docent Bob Leonard de-
cided to take on the challenge of building a replace-
ment.

Retired drama professor and avid gardener Bob 
Leonard has been volunteering with the Wetlands 
Watch for over a year. Years of theater set building 
came in handy for the Fitz WERC nursery as he 
decided to take on the task of building a new soil 
bin. The Watch’s Restoration Specialist Mary Paul 

decided to add to the challenge by requiring that Bob use a few students from the job training Workabil-
ity class at Pajaro Valley High School. Under the careful supervision of Bob, Mary, and the workability 
teacher, Mr. Schultze, 5 students got a chance to learn beginning carpentry skills and some even had the 
opportunity to use a power drill and a circular saw for the first time.  At the end of the morning a brand 
new soil bin was constructed and put into place in the WERC nursery.

Students under the watchful eye of Bob Leonard

Summit for the Planet Event at Mount Madonna 

On April 28th, six Wetland Watch Stewards, 
docent Linda Youmans, and staff person Adrienne 
Frisbee, attended the Mount Madonna Summit for the 
Planet Walk-a-thon. While some walked, others ran 
the 5 km trail through the redwoods to raise money 
for the Watsonville Wetlands Watch Education pro-
gram. An amazing 43 sponsors pledged $465.00 for 
the participants completing the 5 km distance. Wet-
land Steward Pablo Robles also impressed everyone 
by placing first in the 5k course! The other walkers 
finished together with a sprint to the finish. Wetlands Watch Participants at Summit for the Planet Event
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2012's New Docent Class      
Article written by New Docent Susan Drake

Discovery at Fitz Wetlands Educational 
Resource Center: What has 36 legs and a brain 
big as a blimp? It may be found knee-deep in one 
of the sloughs or wandering the Fish & Game 
hillside. Don’t be afraid. Far from being a mon-
ster, meet the latest team of Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch docents, 18 men and women, ages 18 to 75, 
who graduated on March 13th. 

Some new docents admitted they’d lived in 
the county for many years but only within the 
past year, in the newspaper or on a Wetlands Alive 
Tour, learned about our neighboring six sloughs. 
Asked “What made you sign up to become a 
docent here?”, the newcomers used words such 
as “sanctuary,” “amazing plant diversity,” “love 
of the outdoors,” “passion for environmental 
conservation and/water quality,” and “birders’ 
paradise.” Graduates include teachers, students, a 
former secretary, a retired nurse, an actor, authors, 
and photographers. The mix stimulated intelligent 
questions, discussions and graduation presenta-
tions. History of the area, plant and bird iden-
tification, restoration and water quality control 
activities, safety regulations—so much crammed 
into meetings and field trips, two a week for seven 

weeks. Our brains swelled. 
The “final” required choosing a demographic 

we might volunteer with and offering to our peers 
a 10-minute presentation. We were encouraged to 
use techniques for leading field trips and acquaint-
ing visitors with the wetlands. Questions, visual 
aids, and cleverly-worded factoids wove into our 
natural enthusiasm as we proved we could engage, 
educate, and enthuse.

Congratulations to all the new docents: Eliza-
beth Alvarez, Karla Conmy, Joann Leonard, 
Bob Leonard, Pat McVeigh, Alice Mestemacher, 
Denise Murphy, Patty Murray, Richard Palm, 
Judy Pilcher, Becky Stewart, Peter Tyack, Debo-
rah Wise, Terry Word, JoAnn Zausen, and Teresa 
Zolar. 

What’s next? You’ve been alerted about this 
powerful, wonderful creature. It roams all over the 
wetlands, perhaps carrying binoculars or shov-
els. They’ve been sighted in the greenhouse, too. 
Don’t be afraid to say “hello.” 

2012 Docent Class on Cultural History/Ohlone Walk with 
Patrick Orozco, photo by Efren B. Adalem

The new docent class with Noëlle Antolin, Director of 
Education Programs 

New docents learned about life in the wetland, such as this 
Great Blue Heron 
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One of the first things that always catches my 
breath as I enter the Fitz WERC is a Gray Fox that 
looks like it’s going to leap right off the counter. 
The exquisite hand that turned the Gray fox, Red- 
tailed Hawk, Long-tailed Weasel and many other 
specimens at the Fitz WERC from roadkill to re-
birth is Richard Gurnee’s. Simply put, Mr. Gurnee 
is a local treasure!

He is a second generation Watsonvillian whose 
father and brother were dentists. He may have 
chosen to follow the family occupation, except for 
his early fascination with animals. At age 11, he 
earned his Boy Scout Merit Badge in Taxidermy; 
from ages 13 to 16, he was preserving mammals 
and birds for local hunters. Read entire article. 

Mr. Gurnee attended Humboldt State Col-
lege where he majored in Zoology. While taking 
a course in microbiology that he learned about 
freeze drying, in this case microscopic specimens. 
He wondered if this knowledge could be ap-
plied to animals. While working on his Master’s 
Degree at U.C. Berkeley and as a part time taxi-
dermist in Oakland, he built a freeze drying unit 
large enough to preserve small birds to test his 
theory. A pioneer in this field, he corresponded 
with a prominent doctor on the east coast about 
the science of freeze drying. Impressed with this 
young man’s experience and knowledge, Doctor 
Berryman recommended him for a job with the 

Richard Gurnee: Taxidermist Extraordinaire      
Article and photo by Watch Docent Bill Best

Smithsonian Institute in Washington D. C. While 
there, he refined his technique working on squids, 
octopi and crabs, but he yearned to return to his 
first love, land-based animals.

Not finding an opportunity there for his pas-
sion, he returned to Watsonville six years later 
and established Freeze Dried Taxidermy in 1966. 
(Washington’s loss is Watsonville’s gain!) Since 
that time, Mr. Gurnee has established a national 
reputation doing educational and museum quality 
work out of his small shop. His walk-in freezer of 
his own design is about the size and dimensions 
of a big hot tub that would accommodate six to 
eight people, (if your idea of a good time is to be 
cryogenically frozen.) But it can and does accom-
modate the many snakes, lizards and game birds 
which filled its niches when I visited.

Mr. Gurnee combines the art of supporting 
and posing animals using internal and external 
wires and struts with the science of extracting all 
the moisture out of them with a subtle and exact-
ing freeze drying technique. His aim is to “pose 
these animals in a handsome attitude that shows 
them off and makes them as life like as possible.” 
He succeeds wonderfully! Just look at his Great 
Horned Owl flying above the diorama at the Fitz 
WERC and see if it’s not about to swoop down 
and take the ground squirrel right out of the case!

Mr. Gurnee, a widower, loves his work and 
says proudly that, “It will outlive me.” He says 
that “it is very unusual to find something so early 
in life that can hold your interest for a lifetime.” 
He feels that his work “can help teach people 
about the interrelationship of animals with the en-
vironment,” and he particularly enjoys “preserv-
ing animals that people don’t ordinarily see.

“People are always welcome to my shop,” Mr. 
Gurnee concludes, which is chock full of those 
unusual specimens. If you’re lucky when you 
go, you’ll be invited to poke around the back of 
the shop where the freezer is and the real work 
is done. I think that you’ll find, as I did, that Mr. 
Gurnee is as rare and delightful as his life’s work!

Freeze Dried Taxidermy is located at 381 E. 
Lake Dr. in Watsonville, next to the car wash.

Richard Gurnee in his workshop with freeze-dried 
waterfowl
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Presentation: Weather & Climate Change, Facts and Fiction    

On Thursday July 12, from 6:30 
to 8:30 PM, Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch will host recently retired 
Cabrillo College instructor David 
Balogh who will talk about global 
weather and climate change and 
their local significance. 
David, who taught geography, 
meteorology, and climatology at 
Cabrillo for three decades, will 
discuss weather and the complex 
relationship between weather and 
climate.

Join us at the Fitz WERC for a fun and interesting presentation on a topic that greatly affects all of 
us, every day!  The WERC is located at the top of the Pajaro Valley High School campus at 500 Harkins 
Slough Rd, Watsonville.

The presentation is free, but you must reserve a seat by contacting Kathy Fieberling, 831-345-
1226, kathy@watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.

Fitz Wetlands Educational Resource Center's Open Saturdays  

Fitz WERC is hosting a special El Mercado Open House several times each month.The El Mercado 
Flea Market, which now takes place in the parking lot next to the WERC on weekends, draws fami-
lies from all around our community and we think it is a great opportunity to get the word out about the 
Watsonville wetlands! Our staff, 
interns and docents will tell you and 
your friends all about the wonders 
of the sloughs, introduce you to our 
snakes and specimens,and lead fun 
activities for kids. We’ll even have 
binoculars and spotting scopes set 
up for folks to sneak a peak of our 
visiting Burrowing Owl and other 
wildlife.

For dates and times, visit www.
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org or 
call Noëlle at 728-1156, ext.5.  

     
     
Volunteers help visitors spot wildlife at the 
Fitz WERC



Wetlands Watch Secures Restoration Funding!           
The Wildlife Conservation Board has granted the Wetlands Watch $263,000 to restore over 6 acres 

of native riparian habitat -- nearly a one mile stretch – along the Struve Slough and Hansen Slough 
corridors over the next several years. This funding will restore critical habitat for threatened and endan-
gered wildlife species, in addition to providing important wildlife corridors to improve resiliency of the 
sloughs habitat areas while addressing critical climate change issues. The project will be conducted in 
collaboration with the California Department of Fish and Game, the City of Watsonville and the Land 
Trust of Santa Cruz County.

This is yet another great example of Watsonville Wetlands’ Slough partnerships in action! 

Discover the Wonders of Wetlands on a Wetlands Alive! Tour   
Bring your friends and join us on a fun, family-

oriented tour of the wetlands and our Wetlands 
Educational Resource Center. Upcoming tour 
dates are Saturday, July 14 and Saturday, July 28, 
starting at 10 a.m. Tours are free, but please call 
or email Kathy Fieberling, 831-345-1226, kathy@
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org by Friday noon be-
fore the tour to reserve a place.  For more informa-
tion and additional dates, contact Kathy or visit us 
at  www.watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.

Bald Eagles flying over the sloughs; Photo by local 
photographer Efren B. Adalem 
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