
his hind legs, and every three 
seconds he let out an impressive, 
high-pitched chirp. Other ground 
squirrels who had been lazily 
foraging along the edges of the 
trail froze, and then ran for cover. 
I turned around to see a bobcat 
disappearing into the brush on 
the hill. 

As I continued my bike patrol and 
watched ground squirrels run 
across my path, I found myself 
wondering about the invader 
in the tree. Surely, the reddish-
furred, bushy-tailed creature that 
leapt from branch to branch like 
a monkey was a different animal 
than these little furry tanks that 

squirrel on a branch midway up 
the tree. The squirrel had gotten 
too close to their granary of 
acorns. The woodpeckers had 
spent too many hours carefully 
storing and maintaining their 
granary to let this invader cash in 
on their hard work.

As I watched the beleaguered 
squirrel’s long, lithe form 
gracefully leap from branch to 
branch, I was distracted by a 
high-pitched alarm call coming 
from the ruins of the old distillery 
ahead and to my left. I strained 
my eyes, and saw a chubby, thick-
bodied ground squirrel standing 
atop the rubble. He was up on 

are everywhere. Are both these 
species native to our area? Do 
they eat the same foods? Do the 
tree squirrels heed the alarm calls 
of the ground squirrels? Time for a 
little research!

First let’s explore the familiar. 
California ground squirrels 
(Otospermophilus beecheyi) are 
ubiquitous in Sycamore Grove 
Park. Rarely does one take a walk 
here without seeing at least one 

A Tale of Two Squirrels
As I biked slowly past the ruins of the Olivina Winery, I heard 
a commotion in the walnut trees on the right hand side 
of the trail. I looked up to see the black and white wings 
of a family of acorn woodpeckers as they dive-bombed a 
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Sycamore Grove’s paved path is being rebuilt! Construction 
is scheduled to begin in May and last through October. 
The existing path will be ground up and substrate will be 
added to create a level and lasting base. A new 8-foot-
wide asphalt path will be installed. The public’s safety is 
our top priority during this project and park users should 
expect detours, trail closures and park closures during 
this construction. Please follow us on social media to stay 
updated about potential closures and detours:

By Ranger Amy Wolitzer

https://twitter.com/livopenspace
https://www.facebook.com/SycamoreGroveLivermore/
https://www.instagram.com/livermoreopenspace/
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Ranger-Led
Programs

Experience nature and history in a special way. Programs are 
generally 1 - 2 hours in length. A $3 donation is requested. A $7 
parking fee is charged at Sycamore Grove Park.

Healthy Parks, Healthy People: Altamont Creek
Saturday, May 5     11:00 am
Find out what’s growing in your own backyard! The 

northern part of Livermore is lucky to have access to 
a wonderful trail and greenbelt that are teeming with 
wildlife and native plants. This will be an easy stroll to 
get to know what the area has to offer. Meet on the trail 
at the dead end of Hawk Street.

Ranger Claire Girling  Altamont Creek Trail

Heron Nest Viewing with SFBBO (RSVP)
Saturday, May 12    9:00 am
Join LARPD Rangers and the San Francisco Bay Bird 

Observatory as we check out our Great Blue Heron 
rookery. This is a great opportunity to get a closer look 
at our nesting herons and their chicks. We will learn a 
little about these birds and then take a short walk to an 
area where we can observe them. We will have spotting 
scopes available to use, as well as binoculars. Feel free 
to bring your own as well. All ages welcome. RSVP required by calling (925) 960-2400.

Ranger Vickie Eggert  Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (Directions given upon RSVP)

Mother’s Day Birds
Sunday, May 13     2:00 pm
We will take a short hike through Sycamore Grove Park and look for “winged mothers” on this special 

day. We’ll take time to appreciate mothers and all they do for their feathered, furry, or hairless young!
Ranger Eric Whiteside Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)

Continued on Page 3

Quick Look:
 
HPHP: Altamont Creek       Saturday, May 5 9:00 am

Heron Nest Viewing (RSVP) Saturday, May 12 9:00 am

Mother’s Day Birds    Sunday, May 13 2:00 pm

Snakes    Sunday, May 20 2:00 pm

Mountain Bike Ride  Sunday, May 20 2:30 pm

Creek Survey (RSVP)  Saturday, May 26 10:00 am

Evening Blooms       Sunday, May 27 7:00 pm

Holiday Weekend Walk  Monday, May 28 9:00 am
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Ranger-led Programs (continued)

Intermediate Mountain Bike Ride
Sunday May 20   2:30 pm 
Join Ranger Heather for a 7-mile ride into the upper section of the park. We will climb a few hills and 

check out some of the new single track trails. The ride is not too technical, but all participants must have 
a mountain bike with hand brakes and gears. Helmets required. All ages are welcome. Excessive heat 
(over 90 degrees) or heavy rain will cancel. 

Naturalist Heather Day  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
 

Snakes
Sunday, May 20                                   2:00 pm
Some of these animals have a horrible reputation, but most of the time that is it based on myth and not 

reality.  Snakes are under-appreciated for the role they play in nature.  Join me today to learn about these 
slithering (but not slimy!) critters.  There will be live specimens for us to see and enjoy.

Ranger Dawn Soles                                      Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Rd.)

 Young Scientists Creek Survey (RSVP)
Saturday, May 26                               10:00 am             
Water is on everyone’s mind these days, and it doesn’t do us much good if it’s polluted! Come on out 

and help with a creek survey and find out how clean the water is in the Arroyo del Valle. We will take 
scientific measurements and then do a benthic macroinvertebrate survey (also known as a waterbug 
hunt). Good for ages 8 and up. RSVP required by calling (925) 960-2400.

Ranger Darren Segur   Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Rd.)

Evening Blooms
Sunday, May 27                                  7:00 pm
Lace up your boots and join Ranger Amy for a moderately strenuous 5-mile round-trip walk to see the 

flowers of late spring. Hopefully we will see soaproot in bloom – the flowers don’t open until evening! 
Bring a jacket; it can be cold up in the hills when the sun goes down.

Ranger Amy Wolitzer  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
 

Holiday Weekend Walk
Monday, May 28    9:00 am
Make the most of this three-day weekend. We will walk a little over 3 miles on unpaved trails (strollers 

not recommended). This will be an easy-paced hike with no hills. Dogs are welcome!
Ranger Claire Girling   Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
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Squirrels (Continued)
of these furry little creatures scurrying across a trail. 
California ground squirrels are found throughout 
California and in the adjoining states as well. They 
are found in grasslands, deserts, and wetlands, from 
sea level to the mountains (up to 11,000 feet). They 
are particularly adaptable to disturbed areas and 
can eke out a living almost anywhere.

If you have ever been on a trail and heard a noise 
like a smoke alarm when it signals low battery (but 
louder and even more insistent), it was likely a 
ground squirrel sentry signaling the presence of a 
potential predator. If you look around, you may see 
the squirrel, standing atop a mound or fallen log for 
a better view. I have been told that ground squirrels 
have different alarm calls that communicate 
whether the potential predator is in the air or in the 
grass, but I am still not fluent in “squirrel” and can’t 
tell the difference. 

Ground squirrels are omnivorous, meaning they 
can and will eat all types of food. Some of their 
regular go-to meals include grasses, leaves of 
various plants, roots, bulbs, fruits, seeds, nuts, and 
fungi. They will also snack on dead animals, insects, 
and bird eggs if they happen upon them. Like 
the classroom hamster, they use cheek pouches 
when they are foraging to collect more food than 
their stomachs can hold. They are known to store 
food underground for later consumption. Ground 
squirrels need very little water to survive.

Ground squirrels often live in large family groups. 
They build elaborate burrows, sometimes with six 
to 20 entrances. Some sources say that each squirrel 
in a colony will have a designated entry hole. When 
you see a squirrel disappear down a hole have you 
ever wondered how far that tunnel goes? According 
to California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
information, their tunnels average 35 feet in length! 
One tunnel in their studies was 138 feet long! 
Usually squirrels do not travel further than 450 feet 
from their burrow above ground.

Contrary to what you might think based on the 
numbers you see, ground squirrels typically give 
birth only once a year. Females will mate with 

multiple males, usually in early spring. After one-
month gestation the mother squirrel will give birth 
to five to eleven tiny, helpless young in a nest she 
has made deep in a burrow, lined with grass. It will 
be five weeks before the babies open their eyes. 
The mother may move them from burrow to burrow 
during this time to avoid predation. Soon after the 
young open their eyes, they begin exploring outside 
the burrow, and they are weaned between six and 
eight weeks of age. At eight weeks, they can dig 
their own burrows. They do not mate until they are 
a year old. It is estimated they usually live about six 
years in the wild, if they are not picked off by one of 
their copious predators.

While many consider ground squirrels to be a 
nuisance, they are also important habitat enhancers. 
Those same holes that might turn your ankle if 
you don’t watch your step house numerous other 
species, including the endangered California 
Tiger Salamander. (Sycamore Grove has a good 
population of these prehistoric holdovers. See 
the article in the February 2016 Valley Wilds.) It is 
thought that ground squirrels play an important 
role in seed distribution. Countless plants can sprout 
from their forgotten caches! Another way they are 
important to the ecosystem is they are an ample 
food source for the predators many are thrilled to 
see – bobcats, coyotes, hawks, eagles, and snakes – 
as well as the secretive, rarely seen predators such as 
weasels, badgers, and mountain lions. Our wildlife 
photographers often benefit from our vigilant 
squirrels – they’ve learned to stop and look closely 

Continued on Page 5

California Ground Squirrel... in a Tree

http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/VW_Feb_2016.pdf


Squirrels (Continued)

when they hear a squirrel sounding its alarm call. 
There is very likely something interesting happening 
nearby. 

On to the invader. The reddish squirrel in the walnut 
tree was a fox squirrel, also known as the eastern 
fox squirrel, Bryant’s fox squirrel, or Sciurus niger. 
These tree squirrels were brought to California from 
the Eastern United States, and they have become 
well established near cities. (There is a native tree 
squirrel in California – the western gray squirrel –  
but it lives in forests with conifers so it is not found 
in our area.)  While I see fox squirrels regularly in 
certain areas of Sycamore Grove Park where I see 
them in abundance is in my parents’ backyard, 
where they run along the fences, taunt the cats, and 
attempt to raid the bird feeder.

In the wild, fox squirrels are less omnivorous than 
ground squirrels. They prefer nuts, fruits, and 
seeds to other foods. Unlike the ground squirrels, 
they seek safety high in a tree, not underground. 
Although they get almost all their water from 
eating plants, drought years can be tough on them 
because they can’t switch over to plants, roots, and 
insects like the groundies can.

When it comes to numbers, the fox squirrels don’t 
come close to the population levels of ground 
squirrels. A few fox squirrels per acre is what is 
typically seen in California, even though it is not 
uncommon for them to have two litters a year. 
Females build nests in a tree cavity or the crotch of a 
tree. After 45 days of gestation they have an average 
of three babies.  Females will defend their nest 
area and cover babies with nesting material when 
they go out to forage. Like the ground squirrels, fox 
squirrel young are underdeveloped and need lots of 
care. They are weaned by 9 weeks of age, but are not 
self-sufficient until they reach 12 weeks. In the fall 
of their first year, young fox squirrels are driven out 
of the area where they were born. Male squirrels are 
forced to disperse farther than females, and have 
a high mortality in that first year. The life span of 
squirrels that survive their first year is similar to that 
of ground squirrels in the wild – about six years.

Fox squirrels are far less likely to be a meal item for 
a predator than ground squirrels – they are much 
harder to catch! In our area, the scarcity of suitable 
food and drought conditions seems to keep fox 
squirrel populations small. Their populations are 
larger in the LA area, and they can represent serious 
competition in areas with the western gray squirrel.

Fox squirrels in California seem to be dependent on 
humans. They thrive in neighborhoods and orchards, 
but are unlikely to be seen colonizing remote areas 
like the Ohlone Wilderness. How did they come to 
Sycamore Grove? It’s hard to say for sure but our 
park’s history gives clues to why they came here. 
In the past, there was a lot more agriculture in 
Sycamore Grove than there is today. Perhaps the fox 
squirrels can persist in this “wilderness” because of 
the remnants of orchards from the 1880s. The almond 
orchard is still easy to see, as are the historic walnut 
lanes and the grand walnut trees by the winery ruins. 
The hill above the winery is thick with olive trees, and 
if you know where to look, you’ll find a few stunted 
pear trees here and there, though not enough to 
sustain a squirrel with an appetite for fruit.

So, our tale of two squirrels ends (for now) with the 
conclusion that our native ground squirrels are clearly 
winning the numbers game - although they are more 
likely to be a snack for a predator. I wonder what 
the imported fox squirrels think of their low-to-the-
ground cousins when they run and sound their alarm 
calls. I imagine the fox squirrels may wish they could 
eat as voraciously as the ground squirrels but mostly 
are content to stay in the safety of their walnut trees.

5

Eastern Fox Squirrel

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_gray_squirrel
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Mobile-friendly Map
We have long wished for a mobile-friendly map of 
Sycamore Grove Park. Fortunately Google offers 
a free service called MyMaps that you can access 
both from your mobile device, ideally via the 
Google Maps app, or desktop computer. Using 
MyMaps, rangers were able to input GPS data for 
all of the trails in the park, as well as features like 
benches and view-points. If you have Location 
Services enabled on your phone, you can view 
where you are on the map in the park. Additional 
information such as trail usage and photos are 
attached to features.  This map is currently being 
shared as a public beta test and we hope to 
continue to develop it.
The map can be accessed by clicking here or 
navigating to https://tinyurl.com/y8dmmnud

On the Computer (Desktop Version)
Note:  It’s ideal if you are logged into your Gmail/Google 
account so that the map will be accessible later from any device 
that you use your google acount on (e.g. your cellphone)

Step 1: Click the link above. This will direct you to 
the map in your browser.

LAYERS: By default, the TRAILS layer will be 
visible.

A full list of layers is listed in the left-hand column. 
To show or hide layers, click the box next to the 

layer title. 
Note that making all layers visible may be 

cluttered and difficult to navigate. We 
recommend that you select only the layers you 
are interested in viewing. 

You may wish to zoom in on the map to see 
points more clearly, since there are so many 
locations!

View additional information either by:
 A. Clicking the title in the left-hand column, or
 B. Clicking the icon on the map
Example: more information on the Walnut Rows.

Multiple pictures are available to view by 
clicking where it says “3 photos” on the bottom 
left. This will bring up larger photos. To return to 
the map, click the back arrow in the upper left.

TRAILS: First make sure the “Trails” layer is 
enabled by checking the box next to “Trails” 
in the left-hand column. Each trail segment 
contains mileage, trail usage information, and 
photos. Click the name of the trail in the column, 
or click the trail directly on the map.

ZOOM: To zoom in/out:
 -scroll using your mouse’s click wheel
 -click the + or - buttons on the bottom right of 

the screen
 -double-click on the map to zoom in

By Ranger Claire Girling

https://tinyurl.com/y8dmmnud
https://tinyurl.com/y8dmmnud
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DIRECTIONS: Use caution when getting 
directions using Google Maps inside the park. 
It may direct you to cross a creek where there is 
no bridge, or to go off-trail. Consult the official 
map for more accurate information about 
which crossings are “wet”. However, MyMaps 
can be useful when out in the park.

Mobile Version Basics
Note: This works best if you are logged into a Google/
Gmail account and have Google Maps installed on your 
phone, although it is possible to access this map through 
a browser without an account. Expect some differences 
between app versions and operating systems.

Step 1: Log in to your Google account. Click on 
the link. The map will launch either in a browser 
or in the Google Maps app. 
If it does not open directly in the app, do the 
following: After initially clicking the link while 
logged in to Google, open Google Maps. This 
will have saved the map to your account. Click 
on the Menu button (three dashes) at the top.

Select Your places:

Select MAPS:

Select Sycamore Grove Park:

View Map Legend: Click any map feature (trails 
etc) to see the link to the map legend. 

The map legend allows you to choose which layers 
to view. As with the desktop version, it is best to 
select only the layers you’re interested in seeing, 
because the map will otherwise become cluttered.

By default, only the TRAILS layer will be visible 
when you open the application.  

To return to the map, click the back arrow at 
the top. Note that viewing the map on the mobile 
version of Google Maps within a browser will look 
slightly different.

To view additional information on map features, 
such as trail usage and photos, click on the feature 
on the map or legend. You may need to zoom in 
to be able to select the feature you would like 
to view. After clicking the feature, click/pull up 
on the tab at the bottom to view the additional 
information.

http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/Sycamore_Grove_map.pdf
http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/Sycamore_Grove_map.pdf
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Mobile-friendly Map (continued)

After clicking on a feature, click on the pictures 
to view additional photos at full-size.

Directions while out in the park: Although the 
app is unable to know all trail names, it can give 
decent directions with mileage and times. Click 
on a feature on the map and click “Directions” 
(or the directions arrow, depending on your app 
version) to view directions from your current 
location. Make sure you have “Walking” selected! 
You must have location services/GPS enabled in 
order to use this feature. 

In conclusion, this map project is in a public 
testing phase. There are some limitations that we 
don’t have much control over, but we hope to 
improve the map experience wherever possible 
- and your feedback will help! The desktop guide 
was created on a PC while the mobile guide was 
created using an iPhone, so the experience may 
be slightly different on MacOS and Android. This 
guide is intended to share some basics regarding 
how to utilize the map, but if you are unfamiliar 
with Google Maps, I recommend you click 
around and explore the app some.  If you have 
questions or want to provide feedback, feel free 
to contact Ranger Claire at cgirling@larpd.org.

mailto:cgirling%40larpd.org?subject=SGP%20mobile%20map%20feedback

