
California is now classified as 
Crotalus oreganus. (Formerly it 
was Crotalus viridis but the species 
was reclassified in 2001 due to 
genetic findings.) Common names 
include Western Rattlesnake, 
Northern Pacific Rattlesnake and 
Pacific Rattlesnake.

Rattlesnakes have a triangular-
shaped head that is much broader 
at the back than the front. They 
typically have a distinct “neck” 
region and the broadest part of 
the head may be two times as 
wide as the neck or even larger. A 
rattlesnake’s skin has a diamond 
shape pattern formed by the 

scales running down its back. 
Each species can be identified by 
variations of the colored patterns 
on their skin. Colors range from 
shades of brown, gray and black, 
to tones of yellow, cream, rust, 
olive and light pink. Many of 
Sycamore Grove’s rattlesnakes 
have a greenish tinge.

Unlike most other snakes, which 
lay eggs, rattlesnakes bear their 
young live. They are considered 
to be ovoviviparous (meaning 
they give birth to live young after 
carrying eggs inside). They can 
have up to 20 babies at a time. 
Each baby is about 7 inches long. 

Adults can grow up to 8 feet 
although our Northern Pacific 
rattlesnake rarely grows over 3 
feet long. They can live for 25 
years in captivity but probably 
don’t live nearly that long in the 
wild.

The snake’s eyes can detect 
objects or movement from 
about 40 feet away, but its vision 
is much sharper when objects 
are closer. A rattlesnake’s pupils 
are elliptical, not round, which 
enables the snake to see well in 
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dim light. This is helpful for night 
hunting.

Rattlesnakes have an 
exceptionally keen sense of smell. 
They can sense olfactory stimuli 
both through their nostrils and 
by flicking their forked tongues. 
External nostrils are lined with 
olfactory cells which pick up scent 
but  are mainly used for breathing. 
The tongue picks microscopic 
airborne particles and gases from 
the air. When the tongue slips 
back into its mouth, it touches 
a sensitive spot on the roof of 
the mouth called the Jacobson’s 
organ. This organ picks up the 
particles collected by the tongue 
and sends messages to the 
snake’s brain identifying the scent 
as food, enemy, mate or other 
object or substance. The fork of 
the tongue is a navigational aid. It 
can provide information based on 
which side or fork of the tongue 
has the strongest presence of a 
particular odor. This information 
can help the rattlesnake follow its 
prey or find its way home.

Like all pit vipers, rattlesnakes 

Remarkable Rattlers
From its pitted nose to its tail rattle, the rattlesnake is 
a remarkable creature. There are 36 known species of 
rattlesnakes and 70 subspecies. Rattlesnakes are native 
to the Americas, ranging from southwestern Canada to 
central Argentina. The one we have in this part of
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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.

July 
Programs

Quick Look:

Fireworks Hike  Monday, July 4  8:00  pm

Tracks, Trails and Sign Saturday, July 9  6:30  pm 

Summer Bloomers  Sunday, July 17  7:00  pm

Mammalian Madness Saturday, July 23  10:00 am

Summer Star Walk  Saturday, July 30  8:30  pm
 

Fireworks Hike
Monday, July 4   8:00 pm
Last year, Ranger Glen started a new 4th of July tradition - a hike into the hills of Sycamore Grove to 

stargaze and see fireworks going off across the valley. We will be hiking approximately 4 miles total 
including a moderate climb up a hill to get to a good viewing location.

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

Tracks, Trails & Trace Signs
Saturday, July 9   6:30 pm
This is a special program to introduce a second new field guide for Sycamore Grove Park! This tracking 

field guide was created by Charlotte, a local Girl Scout for her Gold Award Project. (Previously she 
completed a new bird guide for the park.) Today’s program will introduce tracking basics and tools, and 
include a short hike to look for tracks, in addition to presenting the tracking field guide. 

Ranger Patti Cole & Charlotte   Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Rd. Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)

Summer Bloomers in the Native Garden
Sunday, July 17   7:00 pm
Come see what’s blooming in the new native garden and help water some of the plants at this family 

friendly program. We’ll also go down to the creek to see what’s blooming there and what can be found 
flying around – birds, insects, perhaps even mammals! We will be walking less than a half-mile during this 
family friendly program.

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

Mammalian Madness
Saturday, July 23  10:00 am 
I’m a mammal. Are you a mammal too? Join us for a talk on some of 

the burdens and perks of being a mammal in today’s environment. 
We will look at some cool mammal accessories, talk about the 
survival strategies between the different animal groups and what 
it takes to be a part of the mammal team. This is a sit down talk 
appropriate for ages 5 and up.

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

Continued on Page 5



Remarkable Rattlers (Continued)

have two organs that can sense radiation: their eyes, 
and a set of heat-sensing “pits” on their faces that 
enable them to locate prey and move towards it, 
based on the prey’s thermal radiation signature. The 
pits are so sensitive that the snake can determine 
the size of the warm-blooded animal and can even 
detect prey in complete darkness. These pits have 
a relatively short effective range of about 1 foot, 
but give the rattlesnake a distinctive advantage in 
hunting for warm-blooded creatures at night.

Rattlesnake fangs (each about ½-inch in length) are 
connected by venom ducts to large venom glands 
near the outer edge of the upper jaw, towards 
the rear of the head. When the rattlesnake bites, 
muscles on the sides of the venom glands contract, 
which squeezes the venom through the ducts and 
into the hollow fangs like a hypodermic needle. 
When the fangs are not in use, they remain folded 
against the palate. Adult rattlesnakes shed their 
fangs every 6–10 weeks.

The jaws can be opened a full 180 degrees upper 
to lower. In addition, the lower jaw is actually 
separated into two halves joined at the “chin” area. 
The joined area is a series of muscles and ligaments. 
This allows the snake to open its mouth much 
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wider to ingest larger prey. Its teeth are pointed 
backwards, not for chewing but for moving its food 
down its throat.

Now for the tail end of this fascinating snake. 
Unique from all snakes, the rattlesnake has a rattle. 
This rattle is made of interlocking hollow rings, 
or segments of keratin, the same material our 
fingernails are made from. The contraction of special 
“shaker” muscles in the tail causes these segments 
to vibrate against one another, making the rattling 
noise. The muscles that cause the rattle to shake 
are some of the fastest known, firing 50 times per 
second on average, sustained for up to three hours.
When a rattlesnake sheds its skin it adds a rattle to 
its tail. How often they shed depends on how much 
they are eating and growing and usually happens 
more than once a year. And as it slithers along the 
ground a rattle may wear off or break. So counting 
rattles does not accurately tell the age of a snake.

Rattlesnakes eat small mammals, from mice to 
rabbits. They also will eat birds, bird eggs, small 
reptiles and amphibians. The juvenile snakes eat 
insects.

Generally not aggressive, rattlesnakes strike when 
threatened or deliberately provoked, but given 
room they will retreat. It can strike, at most, about 
2/3 of its overall length. The California Poison 
Control Center notes that rattlesnakes account 
for more than 800 bites each year with one to two 
deaths. About 25 percent of the bites are “dry,” 
meaning no venom was injected, but the bites still 
require medical treatment. Many a useful and non-
threatening snake has suffered a quick death from 

Continued on Page 5

Editor’s note: We hope this informative article 
won’t scare you away from recreating in open 
space areas. You will probably be glad to hear we 
have never had a report of a person bitten by a 
rattlesnake in Sycamore Grove. Snakes know you 
are too big for them to eat so if you give them 
space and do not make them feel threatened 
you should have no issues with them. Over the 
last several years, a few dogs have been bitten by 
rattlesnakes so make sure to keep yours leashed 
(as park rules require) and watch where they are 
sticking their noses! All the bitten dogs survived 
after medical care. If you do spot a rattlesnake in 
a high use area (like a picnic area or parking lot) 
call the ranger office at (925) 960 2400 and we 
will relocate it to a place that is safer for all parties 
concerned!
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Stop Recycling* By Ranger Amy Wolitzer

I know our park users are good people. You value 
nature and try to limit your negative impacts on 
the environment. I see evidence of it in the cars 
you drive (or don’t!), the reusable bags you carry, 
your care in getting waste items to the proper 
receptacle. And, you are good at recycling! But I’m 
hoping this month some of you will reduce the 
amount you recycle.  Yes, that’s correct, Ranger Amy 
is telling you not to recycle so much. By that I don’t 
mean to put those plastics in the trash, I’m asking 
you to try and REDUCE the amount of plastic you 
consume.

Why is plastic bad? Plastic takes energy and 
resources to make, never completely decomposes 
and can be harmful to wildlife. 

A few years ago I took the “Plastic Free July” 
challenge. It probably won’t surprise you to find 
out I was not 100% successful. It is REALLY difficult 
to avoid all single-use plastic. I did my best and still 
had to purchase many items in plastic packaging. 

Here are  just a few things you can do to reduce 
your plastic consumption:

Stop with the little single-use bottles of water!
Literally hundreds of 4 – 32 ounce plastic bottles 
end up in the park recycle cans every month. Folks, 
we are lucky enough to live in a country where 
water is safe to drink out of the tap! We wash our 
bodies with DRINKING water. This is a major luxury 
difficult to fully appreciate if you have not lived in a 
rural environment or developing country. Don’t like 
the taste of Livermore water? Try a filtering pitcher 
like a Brita. You may even find that the same water 
you don’t like out of the tap tastes fine when simply 
chilled in a pitcher in the fridge. 

How about water on the go? Invest in TWO good 
reusable water bottles. I am a big fan of metal water 
bottles like those made by Kleen Kanteen. My 
husband prefers the classic plastic Nalgene. (They 
are BPA free). Why two? Well, if you think you dislike 
reusable water bottles because they “taste funky” 
no matter how much you clean them it is probably 
because you are not letting them dry fully. If you 

have two you can give one ample time to dry 
thoroughly after you wash it. I believe this is the 
secret to avoiding chronic water bottle funk. Good 
water bottles are a bit of an investment but if you 
add up how much you are spending on bottles of 
water currently, you may find you will break even 
quickly. For ease of carrying, put a large carabiner 
clip on the handle. You can clip it to your bag or 
purse so you don’t forget it.

Are you reading this smugly because you stopped 
using single-use water bottles long ago? Good for 
you! Now try these advanced challenges:
 
“No lid, please.” Try using this phrase when 
ordering your drinks at a coffee shop or fast food 
restaurant to cut down on unnecessary plastic. 
Skip the straw too. Better yet – bring your own 
mug. (I keep a bag with a few of them in my 
trunk.)

Eliminate plastic bags. Stop using plastic bags for 
produce. Try these alternatives or think about if 
you really need to bag it separately.

More suggestions of ways to reduce plastic 
consumption can be found here and here. We 
hope you will use these ideas to STOP recycling so 
much and START reducing and reusing more!

*And start REUSING!

http://phys.org/news/2009-03-energy-bottle.html
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/plastic-not-so-fantastic/
http://www.endangeredspeciesinternational.org/plastickills.html
http://www.plasticfreejuly.org/
http://www.kleankanteen.com/collections/bottles
http://store.nalgene.com/SearchResults.asp?Cat=3
http://www.thekitchn.com/ditch-the-plastic-10-reusable-produce-bags-174099
http://ecologycenter.org/plastics/
http://myplasticfreelife.com/plasticfreeguide/


More Programs

Summer Star Walk
Saturday, July 30 8:30 pm
Join us for a special walk after the sun sets. We’ll 

enjoy the park cooling off and the stars coming out. 
With no moon we should have nice conditions to 
see the summer constellations shining bright and if 
we get lucky we may even see a few Delta Aquarid 
meteors. Walk will be approximately 3 miles round 
trip on mostly unpaved trails.

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

Thank you LARPD Foundation!
The Open Space Unit would like to express our 

thanks to the LARPD Foundation and its supporters 
for helping us purchase a new telescope to be used 
at night programs at Sycamore Grove Park and Camp 
Shelly! This telescope will give  program attendees a 
close look at planets, globular clusters and perhaps 
even the andromeda galaxy. It “tracks” to keep up 
with the movement of the earth so rangers will be 
able to spend more time explaining the wonders of 
the night sky and less time adjusting the telescope! 
The telescope will be up at Camp Shelly until late 
August for Astronomy programs most Saturday 
nights. We will be sure to schedule some viewing 
nights in Sycamore Grove Park this Fall, Winter and 
Spring!

a frantic human who has mistakenly identified a 
gopher snake, garter, racer or other as a rattlesnake. 
(See page 6 for info about how to tell the difference 
between gopher snakes and rattlesnakes.)

The first thing to do if bitten by a snake is to stay 
calm. Next, get prompt medical attention. Remove 
constricting items like rings, watches, bracelets etc 
as swelling can occur quickly. Generally, the most 
serious effect of a rattlesnake bite to an adult is local 
tissue damage which needs to be treated. 

Like all the snakes in our park the rattler plays an 
important role in helping keep the balance of 
nature. Being cold-blooded he enjoys warming up in 
a sunny spot before heading out in search of a meal. 
So if you see one crawling along or coiled at the 
base of a bush, move out of his way and enjoy this 
wonder whose world we share.

Ranger-Led Programs (Con.) Remarkable Rattlers (Con.)

Did you know California ground squirrels 
and rattlesnakes are in an “evolutionary arms 
race”? Squirrels that live near rattlesnakes 
have developed impressive resistance to their 
venom and snakes correspondingly have 
developed stronger venom! In Sycamore 
Grove Park, squirrels are frequently seen 
harrassing rattlesnakes! Read more about 
the squirrel/rattlesnake dynamic here or see 
interesting video of  interactions here. 
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https://www.ucdavis.edu/news/feisty-squirrels-hold-clues-treatment-rattlesnake-bites
http://www.bio.sdsu.edu/pub/clark/Site_2/Rattlesnake-Squirrel_Interactions.html
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