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The word from the 
woods: A century of 
change in Idyllwild …
By Director Jennifer Gee &
AssistAnt Director John LAunDré

 “The goal is not to try to live forever. 
The goal is to create something that will.” 
-- Fred Rogers
 More than 100 years ago, scientists 
had already begun to flock to the San Ja-
cinto Mountains to study the unique and 
diverse wildlife that inhabits our chapar-
ral, mixed forest, riparian and meadow 
habitats. Our sky island separates local 
wildlife from the surrounding ecological 
communities and allows them to evolve 
in isolation from their ancestors. The ef-
fect is similar to geographic isolation in 
rural Appalachia. That is, geographical-
ly isolated populations are also genetical-
ly isolated. Consequently, for many spe-
cies, the San Jacintos have given rise to a 
branch of the family tree that is distinctly 
different from the rest of their kind down 
the Hill and across the pass to the San 
Bernardino Mountains. Geographic iso-
lation also means there are fewer immi-
grants that populate our region from out-
lying areas. When populations dwindle, 
few outsiders repopulate the hill.
 In 1908, Idyllwild was just develop-
ing as a tourist destination. That year, 
two scientists from UC Berkeley, Jo-
seph Grinnell and Harry Swarth, con-
ducted an expedition to survey the fau-
na of the San Jacintos, including areas 
nearby Idyllwild County Park, Hum-
ber Park, Fuller’s Mill and the James 
Reserve. Their survey data along, with 
detailed notes, photographs and the 
collection of archived specimen, creat-

ed a baseline for future generations to 
use as a benchmark for environmental 
change. In 2011, a team of biologists 
from the San Diego Natural History 
Museum began to resurvey the 20 sites 
established by Grinnell and Swarth. 
The centennial resurvey concluded in 
2014. In 2016, the San Diego Natural 
History Museum will publish survey re-
sults that span across the last century. 
Here’s a sneak preview of the results:

1908 vs. 2015
Species nearly vanished or locally extinct 

since 1908.
• Mammals — San Bernardino flying 
squirrel, voucher specimen collected in 
Strawberry Valley in Idyllwild (1908). 
The JR is collaborating with the SDNHM 
to intensively survey for flying squirrels 
around Idyllwild.
• Herpetofauna — Rubber boa, last col-
lected in 1982.
• Amphibians — Mountain yellow-legged 
frog (federally endangered), a species 
common in Idyllwild area only a few de-
cades ago.
• Birds — the Black-chinned Humming-
bird, Gray Vireo, Warbling Vireo, Chip-
ping Sparrow, Lark Sparrow and Yellow 
Warbler. 

Species that are new arrivals since 1908.
• Mammals — Desert cottontail and 
brush rabbit.
• Birds — the Red-shouldered Hawk, 
American Crow, American Robin, Eu-
ropean Starling, House Sparrow and 
Brown-headed Cowbird .
Species that have been detected with new 

technology.

• Mammals –—Twelve species of bats!

 Why have some species disappeared 
from Idyllwild while others have col-
onized it? There is no single answer. 
Some species have spread to higher el-
evations, retreated from lower eleva-
tions, spread to lower elevations, re-
treated from higher elevations, attrac-
tion to urban development or retreated 
from urban development. The Moun-
tain Quail, Song Sparrow, California 
Towhee, and Tiger or Western Whiptail 
appear to have spread to higher eleva-
tions. At the same time, some species 
breed at lower elevations than a centu-
ry ago, such as the Red-breasted Sap-
sucker.
 What are the consequences of our 
changing landscape? Predicting and 
mediating the biological impacts of 
habitat disturbance remains a great 
challenge for science and an area of re-
search the James Reserve is actively 
engaged in. In fact, Janet Napolitano, 
president of the University of Califor-
nia system, has just awarded a large 
grant to a team of UC researchers led 
by Drs. Barry Sinervo and Laurel Fox 
(UCSC), to monitor climate change 
across the state of California, includ-
ing at the James Reserve. Stay tuned 
for more about that project, and to learn 
more about the UC president’s award, 
visit www.ucnrs.org/ 
nrs-climate-research-gets-uc-presi-
dents-2m- research- award.html.

Journal from 

the  James
“Because there was so much logging in Strawberry Valley in the late 1800s, the land-
scape used to be more open, evident in the photos above. Also note that 2010 de-
picts more vegetation at higher elevations, which we think may be due in part to the 
gradual warming of average temperatures in the mountains,” Dr. Jennifer Gee wrote.
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