
didn’t bring me peace of mind, 
I’d head outdoors. As I got older 
and found myself spending a lot 
more time outside, I discovered 
that nature provided a bit of 
everything I love. I loved the 
sights I discovered and the smells 
of plants, though what caught me 
most were the outdoor sounds 
– almost an orchestra of music 
arose as the critters hooted and 
howled, and croaked and yelled. 
It always fascinated me how they 
all communicated in different 
ways for different reasons, making 
themselves all members of 
“Mother Nature’s Band.”
 

The Drummer
In Sycamore Grove, one of 
the more common birds in 
our ensemble is the Acorn 
Woodpecker. You can often spot 
this little black and white bird 
with a striking red head in the 
trees, especially in dead snags. 
With their reinforced skulls and 
strong bills, they peck away to dig 
holes into the bark to stash their 
food or to create homes. These 
musically-inclined percussionists 
also use this special talent to find 
a mate. Everyone loves the stoic 
drummer who doesn’t make too 
many squeaks or peeps till he sits 
down at his instrument and bangs 
away. These birds are no different. 
They will use their special features 
to crack away at the trees in 
hopes of attracting a mate. They 
also use their drumming as a 
primal form of marking territories. 
For other creatures out here in 
our big band, it is easy to identify 
what beat the Woodpeckers are 
playing and what they are trying 
to convey.
 
The Horn Section
No big band is complete without 
its horn section, and Mother 
Nature’s band is no different. As 
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the sun starts to set, you will hear 
the loud squeaks and croaks of 
our horn players, more commonly 
known as toads and frogs, by the 
water. This section is made up of 
males only. The players will inflate 
specialized air sacs that amplify 
the sounds they make with their 
vocal chords. This allows them to 
croak very loudly. Like most male 
musicians, these critters use these 
sounds to attract mates. Puffing 
up like this makes the sounds 
louder and more attractive. 
Perhaps the inflated throat makes 
them look more formidable to 
competing males as well.
 

Mother Nature’s Band
Growing up in Livermore, I have fallen into the culture 
that is so well harbored here. This city is great for artists 
of all sorts. I grew up playing music around town and 
have been in and out of bands my whole life. I found 
comfort and solidarity in playing music. When that
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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.

August
Programs

Quick Look:

Crescent Moon Hike Saturday, August 6  8:00  pm

Spiders and Their Kin Sunday, August 7  10:00  am 

Perusing the Perseids Friday, August 12  8:00  pm

Dos Mesas (RSVP)  Saturday, August 20  10:00 am

Creek Adventure (RSVP) Sunday, August 28  1:00  pm
 

Crescent Moon Hike
Saturday, August 6 8:00 pm
Come to Sycamore Grove for a hike as the sun sets and the crescent moon shines high in the sky. This is a 

great time to see animals heading for “bed” or getting ready for a busy evening of tracking down dinner. 
Hike will be approximately 3 miles on mostly unpaved trails.

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

Spiders and Their Kin
Sunday, August 7  10:00 am
They creep, they crawl, and they give many folks the heebee-jeebees. They are the eight-legged animals 

of our world – spiders (and their relatives). At this program we’ll learn about types of arachnids from 
around the world and find out which of them are dangerous. There will be live specimens for us to see.

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

Perusing the Perseids  
Friday, August 12    8:00 pm – 10:30 pm
Join members of the Tri-Valley Stargazers to learn the constellations of the summer sky and watch for 

Perseid meteors streaking across the sky. Telescope viewing of objects including planets and the first 
quarter moon will be available. Bring a sheet or blanket so you can lie on the ground for viewing the 
meteors. Activities start at 8 pm and viewing will be from dark til about 10:30 pm. We will meet at the 
tricky-to-find Reservable Picnic Area near the Veterans Hospital – please call the ranger office at (925) 960 
2400 for directions if you have not been there before.

Ranger Danny Haberman and the Tri-Valley Stargazers
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (call for directions)

Dos Mesas (RSVP Required)
Saturday, Aug 20     10:00 am
Explore an area of the park that is steeped in history. Since the early 

1800s,  it has been a cattle ranch, a winery, a hospital, a picnic spot, 
Hell’s Angel country, and finally, a park. Join us as we sift through the 
layers of time to uncover the forgotten story of this part of Sycamore 
Grove. This will be a slow-paced, one-mile walk. Bring water. Please 
RSVP by calling (925) 960 2400 or emailing valleywilds@larpd.org.

Ranger Darren Segur       Sycamore Grove Park, 
    Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road) Continued on Page 3
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Park News - Wildfire in the Park

July was a busy month for fires! Early in 
the month, the Livermore-Pleasanton Fire 
Department conducted two days of prescribed 
burns as training exercises for their Cadets. 
Then, on July 7, a tractor doing weed abatement 
outside of the park sparked a wildfire that 
quickly moved into the park in the area of Cliff 
Swallow bridge (near where the area formerly 
known as Veterans Park meets the Nature Area). 
Firefighters from several agencies, including 
Livermore-Pleasanton Fire Department and 
Alameda County Fire Department, responded 
quickly, while Park Rangers evacuated visitors 
from the park. Helicopters and air tankers 
assisted with fire suppression and dropped a 
line of bright-pink fire retardant that can still be 
seen on some trees. It took about two hours to 
contain the fire, and fire crews stayed overnight 
to extinguish any remaining hot spots.

It is estimated the fire burned a total of about 20 
acres, approximately 15 acres within Sycamore 
Grove Park. This was the largest wildfire in 
Sycamore Grove Park in more than 20 years. It 
may be helpful to remember that fire is a natural 
part of our environment and most of our native 
plants and animals are adapted to survive a fire. 
It will be interesting to watch the area recover!

See more photos on Sycamore Grove Park’s 
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/
SycamoreGroveLivermore/

Ranger-Led Programs (Cont’d)
Creek Adventure (RSVP Required)
Sunday, August 28             1:00 pm
Join us for a walk in the Arroyo del Valle to see 

what plants and animals can be found in and near 
the creek. We’ll only be going about ½ mile but for 
most of the time we will be in knee-deep to waist-
deep water. Ages 6 and up. Kids under 18 must be 
accompanied by a responsible adult. Wear clothes 
that can get wet and water shoes or an old pair 
of tennis shoes – no sandals. RSVP by emailing 
valleywilds@larpd.org or calling (925) 960 2400.

Ranger Amy Wolitzer
Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance

Photo by Ranger Patti Cole

Photo by Ranger Patti Cole

Photo by Ranger Glen Florey

https://www.facebook.com/SycamoreGroveLivermore/
https://www.facebook.com/SycamoreGroveLivermore/
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National Potato Day By Ranger Dawn Soles

When trying to decide on the topic for this month’s 
article, I was thinking about what is special in 
August. We all know it’s hot. Nothing special about 
that – uncomfortable yes, special no. So I started 
looking into what observances there are in August. 
There are a shocking number and several last more 
than a week. For example, August is National Goat 
Cheese month. Others last only a day and range 
from “Black Cat Appreciation Day” to “National Eat 
A Peach Day” to “National Underwear Day” –  quite 
the variety! But, the day I chose to explore further 
is August 19th - National Potato Day, the root of 
which (hah! get it?) is the potato.
 
Potatoes are from the plant family Solanaceae, 
genus Solanum. Members of this plant family are 
found growing wild throughout the Americas, 
from the United States to southern Chile. Solanum 
species grow as annuals and perennials, and take 
the forms of vines, subshrubs, shrubs, and small 
trees. Many are grown as flowering ornamentals. 
A few are commonly called nightshades. In North 
America, the species most commonly referred to 
as nightshade is Solanum dulcamara, also called 
bittersweet or woody nightshade. The foliage and 
berries of this species are poisonous. In addition 
to the potato, a hugely economically important 
food item worldwide, the Solanum genus includes 
a second food and economic powerhouse – the 
tomato.
 
The portion of the potato plant that most are 
familiar with and eat is actually a tuber (yes, I 
referred to it as a root above…but that was a joke). 
A tuber is an enlarged structure that some plants 

use as a nutrient storage organ to survive winter 
or dry months. The tuber provides energy for 
regrowth during the next growing season, and can 
also function as a means of asexual reproduction, 
as anyone who has kept a potato around too long 
can attest to –  given time it will sprout a whole new 
plant!
 
With close to 4,000 varieties, potatoes are generally 
categorized into a few main groups such as russets, 
reds, whites, yellows (also called Yukons), and 
purples. These categories are based on common 
characteristics such as agricultural type, color, and 
culinary attributes.
 
In the United States, according to the US 
Department of Agriculture, potatoes are the leading 
vegetable crop (not including sweet potatoes, 
which aren’t potatoes at all), contributing about 
15% of farm sales receipts for vegetables. Over 
50% of potato sales are to processors for french 
fries, chips, dehydrated potatoes, and other potato 
products.
 
Domesticated between 10,000 and 7,000 years 
ago, potatoes have been a stable food source for 
many cultures. The importance of potatoes in US 
agriculture has been documented since 1866, 
when USDA first included them in crop production 
statistics. Today, the US ranks fourth in the world 
for potato production. Though potatoes are grown 
year round, the largest potato harvest occurs in the 
fall.
 

Photo by Scott Bauer, USDA ARS via Wikipedia

Photo by flickr4jazz via Wikipedia
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Articles (Continued)

The String Section
Some of the more common instruments heard out 
on the dusty trail are the strings (crickets). Everyone 
has heard these creatures performing. The way they 
create their beautiful music is by sliding their wings 
together. The bottom edge of their wings is rough, 
and the top edge has a section called a scraper. 
When they rub their wings together, it makes a 
loud chirping noise. The cricket’s chirps have many 
different purposes. As with other members of 
Mother Nature’s Band, they also perform to attract 
a mate and claim territory. But these romantic little 
guys will keep strumming the strings after they 
have mated! They play a different tune in hopes 
to keep their mate around so no other males will 
try and reproduce with them. Another interesting 
fact is that  you can tell the temperature outside by 
listening to a chirp of the cricket. If you listen to how 
many chirps they make in 14 seconds, then add 40, 
the number you get should equal the temperature 
in degrees Fahrenheit.
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Mother Nature’s Band (Continued) Potatoes (Continued)

Blue Witch  Photo by Miguel Vieira 

Labelled photo from caperteebirder.com

 So, next time you’re out in a park, around your 
neighborhood, or even just in your backyard 
remember to not only take in the sights and smells 
that bring us out to those wonderful locations, but 
also take your headphones off and give a listen to 
the grand orchestra that is performing all around 
you!

Historically, Maine, New York, and Pennsylvania 
were the main potato-producing regions. As 
settlement expanded west in the 19th century, and 
adequate irrigation and refrigeration developed, 
states like Idaho, Washington,, and Colorado took 
the lead in production. Western states produce 
almost 2/3 of fall potatoes, with Idaho and 
Washington accounting for over half of the US total.
 
Do we grow potatoes in California? You betcha. 
In 2014, California was the 9th largest potato-
producing state. Because of the diversity of 
California’s climate, it is the only state that produces 
spring, summer, fall, and winter-marketed potatoes. 
California is the nation’s largest producer of spring-
market potatoes, the majority of which are grown 
in Kern County. Historically, the San Joaquin-
Sacramento Delta area was one of the largest 
potato producing areas in the state.
 
Here in Sycamore Grove, we don’t have a 
potato that is of the food variety, but we do 
have a Solanum growing in the park. Solanum 
umbelliferum, generally referred to as a Nightshade 
or Blue Witch, can be spotted growing in a few 
locations in the park. Producing a beautiful blue 
flower, this little shrub is very eye-catching when it 
is flowering.
 
Though you can’t eat our local “potato” you could 
honor it on the 19th by eating one of its relatives. 
Mmmmmmm…… french fries!

http://caperteebirder.com/index.php?p=1_34_Insects-2

