
up until now, I had been certain 
would never be seen here.

In spite of their name, river otters 
spend only about 30% of their 
time in the water. The rest of their 
time is spent on land, but they 
seldom stray too far from a water 
source. River otters live, and raise 
their young in burrows near the 
water’s edge. Their dens have 
several openings, one of which 
often opens right into the water.  

River otters can live in a variety of 
environments. They can handle 
extreme heat and cold, and can 
survive in fresh, salt, or brackish 
water. Their only requirements are 
adequate food and pollution-free 
water. The presence of river otters 
is generally a sign that the quality 
of the water they inhabit is very 
good.

North American river otters are 
one of the larger members of the 
mustelid family. They can grow to 
between 2 ½ and 5 feet in length, 
and they weigh between 11 and 
30 lbs. As with many mammals, 
the males are usually larger than 
the females. 

seen a muskrat or the rarely-seen 
long-tailed weasel, not a river 
otter - not here.

In spring of 2018, however, more 
and more sightings were reported 
throughout the park. Finally, 
in late May, our ranger staff 
saw an otter and took photos. 
Surprisingly, the otter was spotted 
not far from 28 noisy first-graders 
playing in the creek!          

With photographic proof in hand, 
my former skepticism had to give 
way to the facts. I decided to learn 
more about these creatures that, 

River otters’ streamlined bodies 
are perfectly designed for an 
aquatic lifestyle. They have small 
heads, short legs, and webbed 
feet. Their thick, elongated necks 
and slim, long tails help them 
glide quickly through water. The 
long, large tails make up roughly 
a third of the otters’ length. These 
flat and muscular tails are their 
primary means of locomotion, 
helping them swim and play in 
water with ease. The short legs 
and webbed toes of river otters 
help too. The back legs assist 
the tail with propulsion, while 
the front legs mostly control 
direction.

The otters’ heads are also highly 
adapted to life in the water. The 
placement of their eyes and ears 
high up on their heads allows 
them to see and hear above the 
water while surface swimming. 
When diving, however, the otters 
use specialized muscles that 

Otterly Surprising
When rumors spread that a North American river 
otter had been spotted in Sycamore Grove Park, I was 
skeptical. It had supposedly been swimming along a 
shallow stretch of the Arroyo del Valle that meanders 
through the park. But I thought people must have 
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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.

Sycamore Grove Nature Area Stroll
Saturday, August 4                          5:00 pm
This will be a slow and easy one-mile walk through the Nature Area of Sycamore Grove Park. We will 

look at plants and hopefully see animals that come out in the evening. Trails are dirt and loose gravel, 
so strollers are not recommended. Wear appropriate footwear and bring drinking water. The Nature 
Area Entrance is the dirt parking lot on Arroyo Road opposite the golf course pond. It is open only for 
programs like this one! Map

Ranger Vickie Eggert           Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance

Stargazing Amongst the Sycamores
Monday, August 13                       8:15 pm
Take a three-mile round-trip night hike through the park for some stargazing! We’ll stop halfway and 

use telescopes to view the planets Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars, as well as nebulae, star clusters, and maybe 
even a comet! The Perseid meteor shower will be near its peak, so there should be shooting stars to see. 
Binoculars will be available for you to use, although you’re welcome to bring your own.

Ranger Aide Charlie Siders          Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Summer Sunset Stroll
Saturday, August 18        7:30 pm
The sun is starting to set earlier, but the evenings are still the best time to come out and enjoy a walk in 

the park. As the sky darkens, we will enjoy views of four bright planets stretching across the sky. The walk 
will be approximately three miles on unpaved trails. 

Ranger Glen Florey  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Leaping Lizards
Sunday, August 19           2:00 pm
Summer time is reptile time!  Some of the most easily seen reptiles are the lizards.  Come learn about the 

lizards found in our area as well as those from around the world.  There will be live specimens to see. The 
Reservable Picnic Area is accessed by going up the road towards the Veterans Hospital. Take your first left 
at the sign for the Reservable Picnic Area. Map

Ranger Dawn Soles                         Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (Towards VA Hospital)
Continued on Page 3

Quick Look:
 
Nature Area Stroll     Saturday, Aug. 4 5:00 pm

Stargazing   Monday, Aug. 13 8:15 pm

Summer Sunset Stroll Saturday, Aug. 18 7:30 pm

Leaping Lizards  Sunday, Aug .19 2:00 pm

Mountain Bike Ride Saturday, Aug. 25  10:00 am

  Applefest!   Sunday, Aug. 26 1 pm - 4 pm

https://goo.gl/maps/oSmyof23ZL32
https://goo.gl/maps/87X5ANdZMB52
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Otterly Surprising (Continued)
close their ears and nostrils to 
keep water out. Not only do river 
otters manage to close their ears 
and nostrils underwater, but they 
also have a third eyelid, called 
a nictitating membrane. This 
membrane protects their eyes 
while simultaneously enabling 
them to see underwater, much 
as swimmers’ goggles do. River 
otters have been known to dive 
up to 60 feet deep and can remain 
underwater for up to 8 minutes.

The coat of river otters consists of 
a dense fur undercoat covered by 
longer guard hairs comprising the 
waterproof outer coat. This unique 
fur made the North American 
river otter a staple of the French 
fur trade in the 1700’s and 1800’s. Conservation efforts have begun to help river otters return to their once 
healthy numbers.

Like many mustelids, river otters have a high metabolism and, consequently, apparently boundless energy. 
Their high metabolism requires them to feed often throughout the day. Like felines, river otters have rigid 
facial whiskers. As with cats, these facial whiskers aid otters in locating and capturing prey. Though most of 
the otters’ diet consists of fish, these voracious mustelids relish many other creatures. River otters have been 
documented eating frogs, birds, oysters, crabs, crayfish, aquatic invertebrates, shellfish, mollusk, insects, 

Beginner Mountain Bike Ride
Saturday, August 25   10:00 am
Join Ranger Heather for a five-mile ride into the upper section of the park. We will climb a few of the 

not-too-hard hills and ride single track trails. The ride is not technical, but all participants must have a 
mountain bike with hand brakes and gears. Helmets required for all participants. All ages are welcome 
Excessive heat (over 90 degrees) will cancel. 

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

Applefest!
Sunday, August 26               1:00 pm - 4:00 pm
Come to Ravenswood Historic Site to explore the apple orchard and taste antique apple varieties you 

can’t find in stores. Ongoing activities from 1 – 4 pm, include cider-making (and cider-drinking!), “apple 
slinkie”-making, face-painting, old-fashioned games, and docent-led tours of the historic buildings. A 
special apple tasting and apple history talk with Ranger “Apple” Amy begins at 2 pm.

Ranger “Apple” Amy and Friends          Ravenswood Historic Site, 2647 Arroyo Road

Photo from one of Sycamore Grove’s wildlife cameras

Continued on Page 4

More Ranger-Led Programs
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Otterly Surprising (continued)

rodents, and even turtles.

Most North American river otters live alone or 
in pairs, but the juveniles play and socialize 
together somewhat like human youngsters 
do. They have been seen slipping down 
riverbank mud or sliding through snow in 
winter.

A mother otter gives birth to anywhere from 
one to six pups in a litter. She introduces her 
pups to the water when they are two months 
old. The pups are natural swimmers and need 
only limited supervision in the water. Mothers 
will stay with their pups until the pups are roughly a year old, at which time the yearlings venture out on 
their own. River otter lifespans average 8 to 9 years in the wild, but they can live twice as long in captivity.

Though most otter groups consist of a 
family made up of a mother and her young, 
males can form social groups too. River 
otters are not territorial, and yearling males 
are readily accepted into existing groups.

Otters are most active at night, which 
might explain why they are so rarely seen 
by people. Here at the park, we set up a 
motion-triggered wildlife study camera 
near where our staff had previously spotted 
an otter, and we captured many more 
pictures of them during the month of June. 

One night before dawn, a party of at least four otters frolicked near the camera.

Now that I know a little more about these 
amazing mustelids and am not so skeptical, 
I look forward to seeing one myself here in 
Sycamore Grove Park.

To learn more about North American river 
otters or to report a sighting, check out 
the river otter ecology project online at 
riverotterecology.org or at facebook.com/
BayAreaOtters.

http://www.riverotterecology.org
http://www.facebook.com/BayAreaOtters
http://www.facebook.com/BayAreaOtters
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The Golden Ones

When people think about eagles, what often 
comes first to mind is the Bald Eagle. That bird, a 
national symbol, sparks strong associations. Bald 
Eagles can be seen locally, and they are indeed 
very special. But when I think about eagles, I 
think about the one more common in this area –
the Golden Eagle.

Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) are one of the 
northern hemisphere’s larger and more well-
known birds of prey. Like all eagles, they belong 
to the accipitridae family. They are dark brown 
overall with golden brown feathers on the back 
of the head and neck. These large birds have a 
wingspan of 5 to 7 feet, and they weigh in at 5 to 
11 pounds, depending on gender and age. These 
characteristics, combined with their powerful 
talons and beaks, make these birds formidable 
hunters.

Sycamore Grove Park is full of the types of prey 
that Golden Eagles catch by using their strength 
and surprising agility and speed. They feast on 
larger rodents like ground squirrels and rabbits. 
The park’s wide-open fields interspersed with 
overhanging trees makes a perfect hunting 
ground for Golden Eagles. Being diurnal, they 
often hunt during the day. They don’t always 
catch their prey, and they can go a few days 
without food and then make up for it by gorging 
when the hunting gets better.

One of most spectacular features of Golden 
Eagles is their flight. Their giant wingspan makes 
their flight perhaps the best of all the world’s 
eagles. A lot of energy is required to move their 
long wings, which have finger-like tips. The 
Golden Eagle’s flight is most labored when it first 
starts to lift off the ground. It takes a few big 
wing flaps and then coasts, followed by a few 
more flaps and more coasting. 

Golden Eagles can fly at speeds up to 120 mph; 
and while swooping or diving, they can go as 
fast as 150 to 200 mph. This makes them one of 
Earth’s fastest animals, at least for short distances. 

By Ranger Danny Haberman

Golden Eagles often mate for life, and they have 
amazing mating rituals. Males pick up sticks or 
rocks and drop them from high in the sky. Before 
the sticks or rocks hit the ground, the eagles 
swoop down and catch them in mid-air. Females 
perform a similar ritual using clods of dirt. Once 
they are paired up, the birds make a nest, often 
building it in a rock formation near a large open 
space where the hunting is easy.

While you are out using our open space areas, 
keep your eyes open for these beautiful Golden 
Eagles as they fly and hunt. They are seen 
frequently in the hills of Sycamore Grove, and 
Brushy Peak has a huge population of them, so 
bring your binoculars!

Golden Eagle  Photo by Ranger Glen Florey

Ranger Danny 
Haberman is not 
Ranger Glen! Both 
work in Sycamore 
Grove Park, have 
impressive beards, 
and wear ranger 
uniforms. Hint: look 
at their nametags to 
learn who is who!
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