
who collected specimens near 
Santa Barbara, California. Apart 
from having a yellow bill and a 
yellow streak around the eye, the 
yellow-billed magpie is virtually 
identical to the black-billed 
magpie (hudsonia) found in much 
of the rest of North America. 
There is also a Eurasian magpie 
found throughout Europe, much 
of Asia and northwest Africa.

The “pie” in magpie and treepie 
(another member of the crow 
family) refers to the black and 
white or “pied” plumage of many 

of these birds. The common 
magpie was originally known 
simply as “the pie,” but in the 16th 
century, the prefix mag (meaning 
“chatterer”) was added. The 
magpie, with its immaculate black 
and white plumage and green 
and blue gloss, is an unmistakable 
bird. In flight, it can be easily 
distinguished by its long-tailed 
profile. 

Like other members of the crow 
family, magpies can be very 
interesting to watch. They are 
social birds with a degree of 
intelligence that has enabled 
them to adapt to a changing 
environment.

The magpie features in a Rossini 
opera, “The Thieving Magpie.” 
This opera tells the story of a 
pet magpie that steals shiny 
objects, resulting in an innocent 
servant almost being sent to the 
gallows after being accused of the 
magpie’s crimes. The story echoes 
the common belief that magpies 
steal and hide shiny objects. In 
some countries, it is thought to 
chatter in a way that sounds like 

Volume 25 | Issue 12

The Vanishing Yellow-billed Magpie
The yellow-billed magpie is a true California native and is 
only found within California’s borders. Bird watchers from 
around the world travel to the Central Valley and south-
coast ranges to see this flashy native. This species was 
named by John James Audubon in 1837 (as Corvus nutalli, 
[later nuttalli]) in honor of ornithologist Thomas Nuttall,
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human speech. For example, in 
Italy it is known as “gazza,” and 
has given its name to “gazetta,” 
the Italian word for newspaper. 
Sintra, the medieval 15th 
century Royal Palace in 
Portugal has a “Sala das Pegas,” 
or magpie room. The magpies 
were painted on the ceiling 
because of a rumor that King 
John I was caught in the act 
of kissing a lady-in-waiting. To 
stop all the gossip, he had the 
room decorated with as many 
magpies as there were women 
at the court.

In many Native American 
myths, the magpie is seen as 
the ally and helper of humans. 
They feature in legends from 
the Navaho, Blackfoot, and 
Cheyenne.

The yellow-billed magpie 
is found primarily in the 
Sacramento and San Joaquin 

Photo	by	Glen	Florey
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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.

December
Programs

Quick Look:

Upland Winter Birding   Saturday, Dec. 3  8:00  am
   
Tracking 101 (RSVP)    Sunday, Dec. 4  8:00  am 

Animated Campfire (RSVP) Sunday, Dec. 4  3:30 pm

Mecurial Night Hike   Saturday, Dec. 13  5:30  pm

Winter Wander   Sunday, Dec. 11  1:00  pm

Yule Log Hunt   Sunday, Dec. 18  2:00  pm

Trees for a New Year  Saturday, Dec. 31  10:00 am

Continued	on	Page	4

Upland Winter Birding
Saturday, December 3  8:00 am
Have a hearty breakfast then come out to the park for a hike to the Cattail Pond. We’ll be looking for winter 
birds along the way and, once at the pond, will be searching for seasonal waterfowl and raptors. This is a 
four-mile hike with some hills. Dress in layers and bring drinking water. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Patti Cole       Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road) 

Tracking 101: Track Identification
Sunday, December 4                        8:00 am
Have you ever seen a track in the dirt and wondered who left it? Well, wonder no more!!! Come learn the 

basics of track identification with Ranger Doug! There will be a presentation followed by a wander to see 
what we can find in the dirt. Reservations required by calling (925) 960-2400. Cancelled if raining heavily.

Ranger Doug Sousa  Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road) 
 

Animated Campfire
Sunday, December 4 3:30 pm
Join me beside a roaring campfire to enjoy music from animated holiday classics such as “Rudolph” and 

“Frosty,” as well as more traditional carols. Feel free to bring hot dogs to cook over the fire. I will provide hot 
chocolate and cider. While the music plays, we will make holiday decorations you can take home. There is 
no seating in the campfire area, so bring a blanket or chair to sit on. Reservations required by calling (925) 
960-2400. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Dawn Soles  Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (directions provided on RSVP)

Mercurial Night Hike
Saturday, December 10    5:30 pm
This will be a special night hike in honor of the planet Mercury. Mercury will be the farthest from the sun 

on Sunday, December 11, so we will take advantage of the increased separation to observe Mercury with 
our telescope. If we get lucky, we may see some early Geminid meteors! Cancelled if raining, if it is cloudy 
we will still hike but we will focus on nocturnal animals instead of the night sky.  

Ranger Glen Florey Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
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Photo by D. Gordon. E. Robertson

Valley floors and foothills, and valleys of Coast 
Ranges from the San Francisco Bay to Santa Barbara 
County. This bird generally nests in loose colonies 
of three to 30 pairs. They do not usually wander 
far outside of their breeding range. Yellow-billed 
magpie flocks are known to engage in funeral-like 
behavior for their dead. 

A pair of birds builds a dome-shaped nest with 
sticks and mud on a high branch. The female 
magpie lays five to eight olive colored eggs spotted 
with brown. She incubates the eggs for 16 - 18 days. 
Both the male and the female feed the young a 
diet of insects until they fledge three to four weeks 
after hatching. The fledglings forage with the adults 
and will form into large flocks in the winter. They 
are omnivorous, and will eat insects, acorns, fruit, 
and dead animals. They are known to pick through 
garbage looking for food.

Sadly, this bird is extremely susceptible to West Nile 
virus, a mosquito-borne disease. According to the 
CDC, the West Nile virus has been detected in over 
300 species of birds since it was discovered in the 
United States in 1999. Most birds survive, however, 
crows and jays in particular frequently die of 
infection. The first case of an infected yellow-billed 
magpie was reported in 2004. It is estimated that 
50% of all yellow-billed magpies died of the virus in 
just two years (2004 and 2006).

The annual Eastern Alameda County bird count was 
initiated in 2009. The 15-mile radius count circle is 
near the towns of Sunol, Pleasanton, and Livermore, 
and includes five East Bay Regional Parks, significant 
San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) 
watershed lands, and East Bay birding hotspots 
such as lower Mines Road, the Sunol Wilderness, 
Calaveras Reservoir, and Sycamore Grove Park. In 
2009, 176 yellow-billed magpies were counted in 
this area. In 2015, only 66 were counted. Could this 
bird become extinct? We hope that antibodies in 
surviving birds will build a resistant population with 
natural immunity. 

According to Park Ranger Patti Cole, “There used to 
be a healthy population of yellow-billed magpies 

in Sycamore Grove, but it’s been several years since 
they’ve nested here. Very rarely do we see one in the 
park these days.” Sadly other long time Park visitors 
agree.
…………………..
Editor’s Note
I remember coming to the park as a child in the 
1980s and having lunch in the picnic area near the 
Wetmore Road Entrance. A friend left the remnants 
of her lunch on the table next to me when she went 
to play down by the creek. I remember a sudden 
flash of color and movement startling me as a 
magpie swooped down from the sycamore tree 
above us and snagged the discarded crust of her 
sandwich right off the table. Back then, magpies 
were so common they were almost considered 
pests! Their chatter was a familiar summer sound as 
we played in the creek. I can’t say for sure when I last 
saw a yellow-billed magpie in Sycamore Grove, but 
the last time I got a photo of one was in 2009. 

Ranger Glen had an exciting sighting on 
November 3 of this year – he saw a yellow-billed 
magpie hanging out in one of the walnut trees 
on the Olivina Trail. It was perhaps living up to its 
reputation as a thieving magpie – Glen thinks it was 
trying steal acorns from the woodpecker granaries. 
The woodpeckers harassed the magpie until it left 
the area. Although the woodpeckers might not 
appreciate them, I know the rangers are hoping 
they will come back! – Ranger Amy

Magpies   (Continued)

Photo	by	Glen	Florey
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Know Your SnakesRanger-Led Programs   (Continued)

Winter Wander
Sunday, December 11    1 pm
The grass is green, the soil is fragrant, and mistletoe 

can be seen in the oaks! Join us for a relaxed 
four-mile hike in search of the wonders of winter. 
Children are welcome, but we will be on dirt trails 
most of the time, so strollers are not recommended. 
Cancelled if raining heavily, but we’ll go if it’s 
sprinkling.

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

Yule Log Hunt
Sunday, December 18  2:00 pm
Grab your silliest holiday hats, and join us for the 

22nd annual hunt for the fabled Yule Log. We’ll 
prepare for the hunt with games, merriment, and 
tales of ancient Yule celebrations. Then, we’ll be off 
on an old-fashioned hunt for that elusive log. After 
the hunt, we’ll gather around the fire and make our 
own Yule Logs. Cancelled if raining. Call if you need 
directions to the Reservable Picnic Area.

Chief Ranger Pat Sotelo and his Ranger Elves
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area

Trees for a New Year
Saturday, December 31  10:00 am

One generation plants the tree. The next one gets the 
shade - Chinese Proverb. Several areas in Sycamore 
Grove could use new plantings, and I could use help 
putting them in. We will meet at the park kiosk and 
then walk less than a mile to the planting site. Good 
for ages 10 and up. Wear hiking boots or tennis 
shoes, and bring gardening gloves if you have 
them. Please 
RSVP by calling 
(925) 960-2400. 
Cancelled if 
raining.

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

Here’s a preview of a special January program for 
those of you looking to keep the kids busy during the 
winter break!

Animal Sounds 
Wednesday, January 4  10:00 am 
Are your kids bouncing off the walls now that 

Winter Break is almost over? Bring them to 
Sycamore Grove Park where they can bounce all 
they want, and learn about animal sounds and 
communication in the process. This fun program 
will be a combination of a sit-down talk and games 
in the meadow. Geared towards elementary aged 
kids, but all ages are welcome. Cancelled if raining 
heavily.

Naturalist Heather Day        
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area

JUNIOR RANGERS

A great program for kids ages 9 - 12! Meets 
ten Saturdays February thru June. Hiking, 
exploring nature, outdoor skills and lots of 
fun! Includes day trips and two overnight 
campouts.

Registration begins 12/14 at larpd.org. Call 
(925) 960 2400 or email Ranger Glen at 
gflorey@larpd.org for more information.
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Wildlife

In October, I did a program called “Corpses Close-
Up.” One of the animals I showed during the 
program came as a surprise to the participants 
- they had no idea this critter lived in our area. 
Since this little guy garnered many a smile at the 
program (even dead), I thought I would share 
some information about him with everyone 
who reads the Valley Wilds. I present to you the 
awesome, excellent, oh so adorable long-tailed 
weasel!

Also known as the bridled weasel or big stoat, 
the long-tailed weasel is a small carnivore that 
is infrequently spotted here in Sycamore Grove 
Park. Arising in North America around 2 million 
years ago, its natural range includes most of the 
United States, parts of Southern Canada, Mexico, 
Central America, and a bit of South America. 

The long-tailed weasel, officially known as 
Mustela frenata, is a member of the mustelid 
family - a group known for silky fur and bad 
tempers. The weasel’s relatives include otters, 
martens, ferrets, stoats, minks, and wolverines. 
Here in Sycamore Grove, you can occasionally 
spot a couple of the weasel’s other relatives, 
namely badgers and skunks.

Weasels are 12 - 14 inches long. Their eyes are 
black in daylight, but they glow a bright emerald 
green when caught in the light at night. The 
fur on the back of a weasel is brown, while the 
underparts are lighter - a yellow or buffy brown 
from the chin to the hind legs. The weasel’s tail 
has a black tip. In northern areas, the weasel’s fur 
will become white in the winter but the tip of its 
tail remains black. In much of the southwestern 
United States, including our area, weasels have 
a dark mask on their faces, ears, and foreheads, 
with patches of white between their eyes and on 
their cheeks, chins, and throats.

At first glance, the weasel looks adorable. It can 
strike an endearing pose, sitting up with front 

feet folded, and a curious and lively expression 
on its face. However, looks can be deceiving. 
Ounce for ounce, the weasel ranks as one of 
nature’s most relentless and ferocious predators 
- a strange thing to say about a creature that 
weighs between 10-18 ounces, but it’s the truth. 

Weasels have good reason to be driven and 
deadly. Due to its extremely fast metabolism, a 
weasel must consume prey equivalent to as much 
as 30 to 40 percent of its body weight daily, so it 
hunts to live and lives to hunt. Capitalizing on its 
supple and slender body, the weasel is adaptable, 
and will invade narrow dens, climb trees and 
shrubs, swim, and, in parts of its range, will easily 
tunnel beneath snow in its quest for prey. The 
weasel’s diet includes ground squirrels, gophers, 
wood rats, cottontail rabbits, mice, moles, and 
other rodents. They will also occasionally eat 
small birds, bird eggs, reptiles, amphibians, fish, 
earthworms, and some insects.

A weasel is fierce when attacking prey that may 
be several times larger than itself. A weasel 
kills small prey items with a bite to the head, 
driving its incisors into the animal’s skull. With 
larger prey, the weasel will ambush the animal, 
climbing onto its back and biting into its neck. 
Though it prefers its food freshly killed, a weasel 

Photo	by	Dawn	Soles

Wild,	Wonderful	Weasels By	Ranger	Dawn	Soles

Continued	on	Page	6
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may cache 
surplus kills. 
This is usually 
done in spring 
when kits are 
being fed.

As fierce as 
weasels can be, 
they are still 
prey for others. 

Birds such as hawks and owls; mammals such as 
foxes, bobcats, and house cats; kingsnakes and 
gopher snakes may all prey on weasels.

The primarily nocturnal nature of the weasel 
makes sightings difficult. However, they do 
occasionally emerge during daylight hours. So, 
keep your eyes peeled, and maybe you will get 
a truly excellent holiday gift this year and spot a 
weasel in the park.

Photo	by	Dawn	Soles

Sycamore Grove Park 
2017 Calendars Available Now!

Sycamore Grove Park 
2017 Parking Passes!

2017 annual passes are now on sale!

Livermore Residents 
$60 (Seniors age 60+ price is $30)

Non-residents 
$90 ( Seniors age 60+ price is $60)

Passes represent a 
tremendous savings for the 
frequent park visitor.

Passes may be purchased at 
the RLCC community center 
at 4444 East Avenue, from 
a ranger in the park or by 
calling (925) 373-5700. 

Weasels (cont’d)

 The regular price is $10 but it is discounted to $6 for 
2017 Annual Pass purchasers. Purchase both at the 
RLCC community center at 4444 East Avenue, from 
a ranger in the park or by calling (925) 373-5700. 
Makes a great gift!

Photo	by	Dawn	Soles
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