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As a native Californian, I have always admired the states
grassy hills: spotted with oak, freshly green in spring, so -
rolling gold in summer. | remember craving the dry season, when
my friends and | would build cardboard sleds and slide down the
grass-slick slopes. e grass was thick and the stickers followed us
home. All these years later, | nd those stickers remain in my mind
as questions. What are those California grasses?

e rst thing I learn is that Californias grasses are not neces-
sarily Californian. Many are in Itrators that arrived in the 18th
century, springing from European seeds that accompanied the
Spanish missionaries and their livestock as the string of missions
was built along EI Camino Real, the path that connected the mis-
sions of Alta California to Mexico City. Seed may have traveled by
.. sheep clinging to the
wool or  within

imported bags of
feed for live-
stock. No
one knows
precisely.

Today, the hills of the East Bay are a hodgepodge of transcon-
tinental grasses. In Wildcat Canyon alone, of the 60 found types
of grasses and grass-like plants, only 37 are native. Fortunately, this
includes purple needle grass, the o  cial California state grass, but
it also includes the likes of Lolium multi oruman exotic awned
Italian rye grass, which causes 99 percent of hay fever cases.

prehistory of the grasslands

e Italian rye grass would not have been around to bother the
East Bays native peoples, the Ohlone, the Bay Miwok, and the
Yokuts. ey knew the grasslands well and worked them through
controlled burning. Fire fostered the growth of such edible grass
seeds as blue wild rye, which with other seeds and wild owers
was ground in a stone mortar to make pinolea Native American
staple.

Burning also created strategic open areas for hunting the deer,
antelope, and large herds of unsuspecting tule elk that thrived
on the unbound natural grasslands and free- owing waterways.

e hunter, with bow and arrow camou aged under a deerskin,
approached the game as it fed o the tender fresh starts
growing a er the burn. A circle of grass re was also a way of _,
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