
just as it does today.  As a result 
these creatures grew to titanic 
sizes, often much larger than their 
contemporary cousins alive today.

These creatures are often 
referred to as “megafauna”. 
As the herbivores grew to 
unprecedented sizes the 
carnivores followed suit. Many of 
these large animals lived across 
North America as well as species 
of camel, cheetah, musk ox, 
llamas, tapirs, peccaries, giant 
beavers and even sabertooth 
salmon.

One such titan that lumbered 
through ancient California was 
the American mastodon. It was 
an impressive 10 feet tall and 
weighed in at 5 tons, roughly the 
same size as the modern Asian 
elephant.  This beast was primarily 
a grazer and browser, with teeth 
suited to eat leaves and branches. 
It is believed that the American 
mastodon was covered in shaggy 
hair much like the more widely 
known woolly mammoth. Unlike 
many large animals that prefer 
open plains it is believed that the 
American mastodon preferred 
forests and woodlands.

North America was not only home 
to mastodons but also to their 
distant cousin whose name we 
associate with massive size, the 
mammoth. When we think of 
mammoths we think of a creature 
covered in thick hair like the 
woolly mammoth though many 
scientists believe mammoths 
were sparsely covered in hair. 
Although the woolly mammoth 
was found in the northern parts 
of North America, the mammoth 
that was found primarily in 
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Megafauna of the Ice Age
110,000 years ago, during the later end of the Pleistocene 
epoch, the planet cooled. Ice covered much of the earth. 
Many creatures evolved to deal with this new harsh 
environment. As in our world today, animals that evolve in 
colder climates are typically larger than those that live in 
more temperate climates. This held true during the ice age 
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California was the (dare I say) 
true mammoth, the Columbian 
mammoth. This beast was 
almost double the weight of 
the largest elephants alive 
today, a tremendous 10 tons. 
It would have dwarfed the 
smaller hair-covered woolly 
mammoth from the north not 
only in overall size, but also 
in tusk size. The Columbian 
mammoth had astonishing 
16-foot long tusks that curved 
and twisted which would 
have given this beast a truly 
magnificent and intimidating 
presence.  

Relatives of elephants 
were not the only massive 
herbivores roaming the North 
American landscape during 
the Pleistocene. Another 
such goliath was the Harlan’s 
ground sloth, a massive sloth 
that was almost 10 feet long 
and weighed over 1,000 lbs. A 
mummified specimen revealed 
that this ground sloth actually 

“Columbian	mammoth”	
by	Charles	Robert	Knight
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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	$5	
parking	fee	is	charged	at	Sycamore	Grove	Park.

January
Programs

Quick Look:

Resolution Hike    Saturday, Jan. 2  10 am
   
Tree Time      Saturday, Jan. 9  10 am 

Winter Wander (RSVP)  Sunday, Jan. 10  5  pm

Mushroom Madness  Saturday, Jan 16  1 pm

Pumas (RSVP)   Saturday, Jan. 23  9  am

Nature Stories in the Park  Sunday, Jan. 24  1 pm

Megafauna of the Ice Age  Saturday, Jan. 30  1 pm  

Continued	on	Page	4

Resolution Hike
Saturday, January 2 10:00 am
Resolved to be more active in 2016? Start off right with a hike up the highest hill in the park. Trails may be 

muddy so wear appropriate shoes for this approximately 4.5 mile round trip hike. We go rain or shine!
Ranger Glen Florey  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)

Tree Time
Saturday, January 9 10:00 am
Help rangers maintain native trees and shrubs that have been planted in the park. They need weeding, 

mulching and other care. Wear sturdy shoes and bring water and gloves if you have them (we have some 
to loan). Sign up by calling (925) 960-2400. Program will last 1 ½  to 2 hours and may involve a short walk to 
the sites. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Darren Segur  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
 

Winter Wander
Sunday, January 10 5:00 pm
Join us in the Nature Area for a leisurely walk to enjoy the park during its winter season.  Along the way 

we’ll keep an eye out for local wildlife as the day shift goes to bed and the night shift becomes active. Wear 
hiking boots or tennis shoes. We will be traveling on unpaved paths so no strollers please.  Cancelled if 
raining.  Please call for reservations at (925) 960-2400.

Ranger Dawn Soles  Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance 

Mushroom Madness
Saturday, January 16  1:00 pm
Join Ranger Amy and Debbie Viess of the Bay Area Mycological Society 

for our annual mushroom hunt! We will crawl under trees, wander through 
meadows and look at rotting logs to see how many different types 
of fungi we can find. Call (925) 960 2400 if you need directions to the 
reservable picnic area.

Ranger Amy Wolitzer  Sycamore Grove Park
     Reservable Picnic Area 

mailto:valleywilds%40larpd.org?subject=RSVP%20for%20Winter%20Wander%20Jan.%2010
mailto:pcole%40larpd.org?subject=RSVP%20for%20Pumas%20talk%20%28Jan.%2023%29
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had dermal ossicles (small nodules of bone) that 
would have formed a type of armor. This is rarely 
found in mammals and is more commonly seen 
in reptiles. These bones were primarily around the 
back of the neck and shoulders of the specimen, 
further suggesting it evolved as protection from 
predators.

One such predator that may have been interested 
in having giant sloth on the menu was the ferocious 
dire wolf. This large canine was similar in size to 
the modern grey wolf but is thought to have been 
25% heavier than their modern cousins. This extra 
bulk helped them take down the large prey that 
was plentiful during the Pleistocene. However it 
was undoubtedly this same bulk that became their 
downfall when the megafauna died out and only 
smaller, swifter prey remained. 

Of course we cannot talk about animals of the ice 
age without talking about an animal that still haunts 
our nightmares, an animal whose teeth strike fear 
into other creatures. The sabertooth cat or, as it 
is known “Smilodon”, was truly an embodiment 
of the extremes of the time. So many fossils have 
been found here in the Golden State that Smilodon 
fatalis is actually the California state fossil. The 
trademark fangs are believed to be a weapon used 
for precision killing. Recent research has discovered 
that the cat’s saber teeth were not indestructible 
but easily broke if biting bone or given much 
lateral pressure. This means that this bite had to be 
accurate every time. Any damage to these massive 

teeth could have 
spelled death for 
the cat. Being able 
to hold onto large 
creatures to deliver 
such a precise bite 
must have required 
immense upper 
body strength. 
This explains why 
the Smilodon was built the way it was. While it 
was around the same height as a modern African 
lion, studies suggest that it was roughly double a 
large male lion’s weight. It would have used all that 
muscle and its proportionately long front legs to 
subdue struggling prey and deliver a killing bite, 
using its deadly teeth on the prey’s throat to sever 
both the windpipe and the arteries leading to the 
animal’s head. 

This was not the only, nor the biggest, cat to fear in 
the ice age however. Panthera atrox (the American 
lion) was a giant, roughly 25% larger than the 
modern African lion. Though it was not as muscle-
bound as its sabertoothed relative, it was much 
taller and longer. Although it is called a “lion” many 
researchers believe that due to its skull shape the 
cat was more closely related to the modern jaguar 
than the modern lion. It is still debated whether 
the American lion was a solitary hunter or a lived in 
prides like lions do today. I believe that due to the 
size of their prey they may have had to evolve to live 
in prides to successfully hunt.  

This frozen landscape was not dominated by cats 
however. There was a larger predator moving 
quickly through the snow. The short-faced bear was 
possibly the largest mammalian predator of all time. 
Standing about 5’8” at the shoulder this behemoth 
had uncommonly long legs for a bear. Archeologists 
believe that these long legs allowed the short-faced 
bear to run much longer distances than their shorter 
legged, modern cousins. The skeletal structure of 
bear’s feet makes them pigeon-toed runners. This 
explains the awkward gait we see as modern bears 
run after prey. The short-faced bear was built with 
forward-facing feet, suggesting that these bears 

Continued	on	Page	4

Megafauna   (Continued)

“Smilodon	and	Canis	dirus”	by	Robert	Bruce	Horsfall

“BC
-018T-Sabercat-Tarpit”	

by	Bone	Clones
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Know Your Snakes

were more graceful runners. The bear’s fast running 
and massive size do not automatically mean that 
this was primarily a predator. Many researchers 
argue that the short-faced bear may have used its 
size to scare smaller predators off their kills. After all, 
even a Smilodon wouldn’t be eager to get in a fight 
with a bear that stood 13 feet tall when standing on 
its hind legs!

Unfortunately, all things must come to an end.  At 
the end of the Pleistocene as the climate changed 
these huge animals found it difficult to compete 
for resources with smaller, quicker competition 
that were not hindered by the demands of their 
enormous size.  It truly was their mass, the thing that 
had been their strength for so long, that ultimately 
led to their demise. This extinction event marked 
the end of the megafauna. Though they are gone 
they will forever be locked in the stone beneath our 
feet and in the collective imagination of our minds. 

Please join me for a nature talk on January 30 at 1 pm. 
We  will discuss these and more animals of the Ice Age!

January Programs (coun.)
Pumas
Saturday, January 23 9 am
This special presentation will give an introduction 

to mountain lion ecology, with an emphasis on 
the latest research findings, cougar activity in the 
Bay Area in general and in Sycamore Grove Park in 
particular. Reserve your seat by e-mailing Ranger 
Patti at pcole@larpd.org or calling (925) 960 2400.

Ranger Patti Cole  Community Center   
    4444 East Avenue

Nature Stories in the Park
Sunday, January 24 1 pm
The Livermore Public Library and the LARPD 

Rangers have teamed up to bring you another 
special nature program! Our January nature-themed 
storytime will feature stories about MAMMALS. After 
the stories there will be real animal furs and skulls 
for families to examine with a ranger. Registration 
is not required for this free program but the first 25 
children who register will receive a Smokey Bear gift 
bag. Parents, please call 925-373-5504 to RSVP.

Ranger Claire Girling  Sycamore Grove Park,   
    Reservable Picnic Area 

Megafauna of the Ice Age!
Saturday, January 30   1 pm
We will get together to discuss just some of the 

beasts that used to roam the prehistoric North 
American landscape. Bring your imagination! 
All ages welcome! Please call (925) 960 2400 for 
directions if this will be your first time coming to the 
reservable picnic area. 

Ranger Doug Sousa  Sycamore Grove Park,   
    Reservable Picnic Area

The daily parking fee at Sycamore Grove Park will be increasing to 
$7 per day on or about January 27, 2016. Please note that there is an 
annual parking pass available that will provide significant savings 
over the daily fee for regular park visitors. Annual passes may be 
purchased from a ranger in the park (cash or check only), at the RLCC 
community center at 4444 East Avenue,  or by calling (925) 373-5700. 

“ArctodusSimusReconstruct”	by	Dantheman9758

Megafauna (coun.)

Sycamore Grove Daily Parking Fee Increasing to $7

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ArctodusSimusReconstruct.jpg
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Last month volunteers installed more than 500 
young plants in our new native garden near the 
Wetmore Road 
Entrance to 
Sycamore Grove 
Park. They dug 
holes in rocky 
ground and 
tenderly planted 
various native 
species grown from 
local seed.

The garden has four thematic sections: 1) The 
“Ohlone Garden” highlights plants that were used 
for food, medicine and tool-making by the first 
people to live in this area. 2) The butterfly garden 
features plants that host various caterpillars and 
provide nectar to butterflies, hummingbirds and 
other pollinators. 3) The Grassland area features 
native bunch grasses, flowering plants and 
wildflowers. 4) The Sensory Area includes plants 
that are interesting to smell or touch like sages, 
gumplant and sticky monkey flower.

Right now, many of the plants are tiny so we are 
giving them time to grow before we have our grand 
opening of the garden in the Spring! 

The garden, along with a gathering area, 
interpretive panels and weather station to be 
installed this spring, is funded by a Nature Education 
Facilities grant. 

Park News: Native Garden

This project 
would not 
be possible 
without the 
help of our 
amazing 
Open Space 
volunteers 
and helpful 
community 
members! 
Thanks to Judy 
M., Greg D., Mary Ann H., Pat M., Tom N., Teri W., Sally 
M., Conni N., Cindy C., Dave P., Dave L., Mitch W., Jim 
A., Steve B., Sue K. and Mary D. for all their work in 
getting the plants in the ground and their help in 
keeping the garden weeded.

Special thanks to Fence-master Gordon and Polly 
“QA”  Krauter for heading up efforts to install fencing 
to protect our plants from deer! Their good-natured 

bickering 
provided 
endless 
entertainment 
for fellow 
hard-working 
volunteers Bill 
D. and Ray F. on 
the many days 
they spent on 
this project.

The planting is mostly finished but we are going to 
need a small army of volunteers to keep the native 
garden weeded and watered while it is getting 
established. If you would like to join our team of 
volunteers providing on-going care for the garden 
please email Ranger Amy at awolitzer@larpd.org.

mailto:awolitzer%40larpd.org?subject=Native%20Garden

