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On an early morning in late spring or early fall, visitors
may find horticulturists in the sunken garden scooping
tadpoles and mosquito fish out of the reflecting pool and into
buckets. Frogs? In horticulture? It’s time to clean the

sunken garden pond, both for aesthetic appeal and to maintain a balance of aquatic life in
this pool that is central to much of Filoli’s wildlife. After cleaning, the ponds will again be a
center of activity for frogs, ducks, dragonflies, and myriad other creatures.

What kinds of wildlife are attracted to
Filoli’s fountains?

Few realize the diversity of wildlife that
enjoys Filoli’s formal gardens. Although
fenced off from hungry deer, Filoli’s visitors
and staff occasionally spot raccoons, skunks,
foxes and coyotes wandering the garden
paths. At the center of all this activity are
Fioli’s burbling ponds, where those animals
may stop for water, and where one can also
often find an assortment of birds, including
mallards, herons, and hummingbirds.
Numerous  insect  species, including
damselflies, dragonflies, whirligig beetles
and water striders grace the air as they
sweep among the rushes or dimple the water
surface. The one insect whose presence we
don’t support is mosquitos, for which we
stock our ponds with mosquito fish. Koi and
other ornamental fish are not kept in any of
Filoli’s shallow pools, where they would
become instant prey for raccoons and
herons.

Especially exciting is the amphibian
activity in our gardens; visitors are often
graced with a chorus of
chirping frogs as they pass
ponds or freshly watered
beds. Both pacific tree
frogs (Hyla regilla) and
the endangered red-legged
frog (Rana aurora), in
addition to  California
newts, have been spotted
in the gardens and use our
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ponds to lay their eggs. At the right time of
year, tiny, squiggling tadpoles
can be seen amidst darting
schools of mosquito fish.
Naturally, Filoli’s gardeners are
proud of this level of wildlife
activity and take an active role

in supporting this wildlife
through proper pond
maintenance.

How are ponds maintained?
Two forms of algae tend to
form in Filoli’s warm, shallow pools:
filamentous and microscopic algae. Filamentous
algae forms the classic mats of “pond scum,”
with long strings that attach to the pond’s sides
and float to the surface. Microscopic algae
decrease the water’s clarity, turning pools a
murky brown or green. For their weekly
maintenance, the pond surface is skimmed with
a pool net, filters are removed and cleaned, and
excess algal growth is scrubbed from the pool’s
sides. Controlling algae both keeps the pond
looking good, and also helps to maintain
adequate levels of oxygen in the water for
amphibians, fish, aquatic insects, and plants.
Although this weekly cleaning largely keeps
algae in check, it is also necessary to drain and
thoroughly scrub the pools’ sides at least twice
yearly, in spring and fall. Before water is
drained, mosquito fish and tadpoles must be
scooped into buckets of water and set aside in a
safe, shady spot. Because the ponds are
sometimes breeding sites for the red-legged frog,
in particular, cleaning dates are coordinated
around their life cycles. Projected breeding
dates are from November to April, so ponds are
generally cleaned in September and May.
Aquatic plants, such as rushes and water lilies,
are groomed during spring cleaning, by pruning
or dividing as necessary. Finally, pools are re-
filled from spigots that draw from Filoli’s well
water. Water purchased from the San Francisco
Public Utilities Commission—used throughout
the rest of the gardens—contains the disinfectant
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Y

§ Mountain Lion

S Bobcat

h

~ Coyote

% Red Tailed Fox

S Raccoon

= Skunk
Oppossum

Black Tailed Deer
Red Shouldered Hawk
Turkey
Western Bluebird
Blue Heron
Pacific Tree Frog
California Red Legged Frog
California Newt
Rough Skinned Newt
California Slender Salamander
Fence Lizard
Pacific Garter Snake
Banana Slug

chloramine, which is toxic to
fish and amphibians.

Image: Jim Salyards holds a red-legged
frog in the Sunken Garden.
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Filoli Gardener’s Reference sheets are created by garden staff to answer common questions regarding Filoli’s
traditional horticultural practices. This sheet may be accessed from the Filoli website.
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