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Sonoma’s Bouverie Preserve an Eden

The roar of the waterfall fed by winter rains slowly 
receded as the small group made their way down 

the steep but well-tended trail. They were thirsty from 
the hike and from the constant sound of water. Their 
bon vivant host and the owner of the 570-acre property, 
David Bouverie, the seventh son of the eighth Earl of 
Radnor, guided them toward a stately oak. Nestled inside 
its hollow belly, the guests found cold Champagne on ice 
and crystal glasses, placed there earlier by Bouverie’s 
servants to quench their thirst. 

The British Bouverie was born of landed gentry; his 
family owned and cared for vast tracts of land for nearly 
five centuries. Their love of the land was instilled in 
Bouverie, and on a 1938 trip to California, he found 
and fell in love with the Sonoma Valley, subsequently 
building his home and a set of small guest cottages to 
house such noted guests as actor Joseph Cotton, writer 
M. F. K. Fisher and poet Maya Angelou.

While Champagne is no longer offered after hikes at 
the Bouverie Preserve of Audubon Canyon Ranch in the 
Valley of the Moon, toasts can still be made to Bouverie 
for his foresight and tenacity in establishing the 
property in 1979 as an unspoiled site for schoolchildren 
and adults to learn about Sonoma County’s natural 
environment and how to protect it. 

Rarely open to the public, there is much to protect 
in this sanctuary known for its diversity of native plants 
and animals. “Kids love the creek and the red-bellied 
newts they find there,” says naturalist Jeanne Wirka, 
who also lives in one of the houses on the property. Both 
adults and kids are enthralled by the emerging signs of 
spring, like the multitude of wildflowers and the nesting 
birds. “All of the birds are in their mating season, so the 
birdsong is out of control while the males try to attract 
a mate,” Wirka laughs. Also of note is the pileated 
woodpeckers’ nest—think Woody with his bushy red 
head (above)—in a tree at the intersection of two trails, 
so all hikers have a chance to view it. “What makes this 
place so unique is how pristine it is,” Wirka says. “With 
restricted public access, we maintain total preservation 
but have maximum exposure for kids.”

Guided nature walks are offered for free on 
Saturdays throughout spring, March 29, April 12, April 19, 
and May 17 from 9:30am to 1:30pm. Hikes are rated easy 
to moderate so hiking shoes, a hat and sunscreen are 
advised. Saturday seminars include “Flowers and 
Pollinators” (April 5) and “Grasses” (May 10); $25 each.  
Class size is limited. Contact leslie@egret.org or call 
415.868.9244 to register.
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