AFTERMATH OF WILDFIRES

Blaze may help rare trees
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SANTA CRUZ CYPRESS
THRIVES AFTER FIRES

\/ By Jenvier Sauires

Santa Cruz Selmnel

The Martin fire in Doon burned a
portion-of the largest remaining grove of a
rare tree that grows only in the Santa Cruz
Mountains, but the fire damage may actual-
ly help the Santa Cruz cypress regenerate.

“It’s a very special tree,” said Brett Hall,
president of the Santa Cruz ‘Chapter of
the Native Plant Society and the director
of the Living Collections and the Native
Plant Program at the University of Cali-
fornia-Santa Cruz.

According to a U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service inventory 10 years ago, there were
about 5,100 of the cypress trees remaining
in five groves. About 3,000 of the trees
were in Bonny Doon.

It’s unclear how many were damaged or
killed by the Martin fire that raged last
week in Santa Cruz County.

A large grove of Santa Cruz cypress
grew behind the Ben Lomond firehouse
on Martin Road. Fire crews protected the
building as flames whipped treetop-to-
treetop, but several cypress were black-
ened by the blaze. After the fire, several
cypress tree trunks were felled for safety
reasons, and at least one had split from
the heat and crashed to the now- -barren
and ashy forest.

The Santa Cruz cypress is found onlyin .
sandhills habitat, a unique sandy-bottom |
forest and scrub that was once ocean floor ;
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SHMUEL THALER — SANTA CRUZ SENTINEL

Although Santa Cruz cypress trees burned in the Martin fire, above, the heat can help the
trees’ cones open and spread seed in soil enriched by chemicals in the smoke and ash.

and is now home to seven plants and ani- | . . &

mals found nowhere else in the world. The

Bonny Doon Ecological Reserve, where |
the 540-acre fire ignited Wednesday after- =~

noon, is predominantly sandhills.

Hall said the cypress and several of the ‘

other rare species found in the sandhills,
including the silver-leaf manzanita and
the Ben Lomond wall flower, should fare
well after the fire.

The wall flower stores its seeds under-
ground, and the trees are both fire-adapt-
ed. That means the blaze might actually
spur more growth because it cleared un-
derbrush. The chemicals in the smoke
and ash leech out during the first rains,
making the soil more fertile for germinat-
ing seeds and possibly enhancing the rate
of seedling growth.

Also, the heat from the fire can help the :

cypress’ closed cones open and spread
seed, Hall said.

The Santa Cruz cypress represents a
type of vegetation that was likely wide-
spread during glacial times, but is now
confiped to sites scattered along a 15-mile

line in Santa Cruz and San Mateo coun-
ties. It is on the federal Endangered Spe-

cies registry.
“They re not teetering on extinction,
but it’s a very special tree . .. because of

their rarity. They only occur ina very lim-
ited distribution,” Hall said.

The Santa Cruz cypress was discovered
in the late 19th century. The coniferous,
tdensely branched tree grows in sandstone
outcroppings in chaparral and closed-
cone pine forests. It’s usually about 30 to
40 feet tall, but can reach heights of 90
feet in rare occasions.
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