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Meet the Pond Critters

ore often than you’d sensibly
expect, “crawdaddies” and
“mudhens” are chosen as nick-
names for amateur sports teams around
our ever-surprising country. This, at least,
1s to judge from a perusal of Internet sites
in search of information about the actual
pond inhabitants. To avoid getting way-
laid, if your goal is the truth about these
so-called critters, better ask people who
know about them from direct experience.

Bill and Carol Kearney have been res-
ident volunteers at the Wilderness Gardens
Preserve for nearly two years. They live on

the 700-acre site in what’s called a “fifth-
wheel trailer.” No, it’s not designed for
along on their

road trips, some

LOCAL unregenerate
EVENTS ~ Rather, it’s the
kind of recre-

ational vehicle that attaches to the back of
pickup,” says Kearney, who has a heavy-
equipment brokerage, which he runs out
of the fifth-wheel’s living room. That’s in
in the preserve — for security, mainte-
nance, and special projects and programs.
“Crawdaddies are part of the pond

people who want to bring a mother-in-law

wag may quip.
a pickup. “Our bedroom is over the
addition to his and Carol’s responsibilities
community that’s within the community
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Small crawdad

of the preserve,” says Kearney of the minia-
ture lobster-like crustaceans, which are
alternatively called “mud bugs” — as if
“crawdaddy” weren’t bad enough.
“They’re part of a relationship. They eat
decayed matter at the bottom of the ponds,
and they in turn are eaten by bobcats and
coyotes and other fish. And then, when
those things die, they become decayed
matter. And the yvhole thing starts all over
again.” -

Mudhens are better known as coots,
says Kearney of the diving bird that re-
sembles a mud-colored duck, without
webbed feet, and inhabits marshy areas all
over North America.

Would that be “coot,” as in “you old
coot?”

Yes, and also as in “crazy as a coot,”
says Kearney, who admits, “They’re kind
of a dumb bird” — that is, they appear to
be so when they end up as road kill. “A
duck will get out of the way when they see
a car or truck coming. A coot won't. They
just don’t seem to have the natural in-
stinct.” And those foot flaps, which take the
place of webs, don’t help their image any.

Another common sight at the several
ponds in the preserve, including the one
about a mile from the Kearneys’ residence,
are the clumps of cattails. Kearney says he
and Carol are always fighting the cattails’
encroachment by replenishing the ponds
with water when the levels go
down. “Cattails are hard to
control,” he says of the gi-
ant Q-tip-like perennials
seemingly made of brown
velvet. “We need at least five
feet of water to keep them
from spreading.” Of course,
like many things, cattails are
good in moderation — for
example, as nesting places
for herons and as camou-
flage for animals, like those
who would have crawdad-
dies for dinner.

During World War II,
the inner kapok-like part of
cattails did service as a fill-
ing for life preservers,
Kearney has discovered
through research. They’re
also edible — “from bud to
root,” he hears; he hasn't

eaten one himself.

The Kearneys will
share more information
about crawdaddies, mud-
hens, cattails, and other
aspects of pond life in a pro-
gram over the weekend. It
includes a 20-minute hike
to the pond itself. Along the
way, they will show the rem-
nants of an old stagecoach
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trail and of a grist mill that purportedly
was the first ever built in California. -

The couple advertise themselves as
“Grandpa Bill” and “Grandma Carol” for
the occasion. Aged 58 and 55, respectively,
they have a two-year-old grandchild, so
they qualify. :

In other ways they are a genuine team.
Married for nearly 36 years, they have
hiked, fished, and camped together in ev-
ery state west of the Mississippi, except
Louisiana and Hawaii. _ ‘

“Some people call our living in the
fifth-wheel ‘camping,’ ” Kearney gently
scoffs. What he and Carol call camping is
sleeping in a pup tent. Sometimes even
the tent is foregone. At those times, they
sleep on cots under the stars. .

Still, Kearney knows theirs is a priv-
ileged life on the preserve, which allows
no camping for visitors, most of whom

are birders who come for the day. Heand

upnreet the Pond Critters” with
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Carol and Bill Kearney

Carol are among the few who are witnesses
to the night activities of the wildlife. “We’ve
seen a mountain lion up close. We’ve seen
an owl swoop down on a mouse.” And the
only complaint he can think to voice is the
distance he is from a Big Mac. |
That same distance — to either Es-
condido or Temecula — is the reason
why program participants are asked to
bring their own snacks, as well as water.
They should bring lawn chairs, cush-
ions, or blankets, too, for comfortable
sitting. |
— Jeanne Schinto

Grandpa Bill and Grandma Carol

Saturday, February 3, 10:00 a.m.
Wilderness Gardens Preserve

' 14209 Highway 76, Pala

Info: 760-742-1631
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