
dry air blows in from Central 
California, we close for fire danger. 
The much less common reason 
why the park closes is flooding, 
but so far this winter that has 
been an issue several times. 

Starting on Friday, January 6, and 
continuing until the following 
Tuesday, we received over four 
inches of rain in the park, but 
that turned out not to be the real 
problem. The Del Valle Reservoir 
is upstream from the park, and 
the storms resulting from the 
atmospheric river really did a job 
on the lake. Normally, the lake 

peaks at 701 feet of elevation, 
but with the strong flow into the 
lake from the storm, the level 
rose to 715 feet above sea level, 
high enough to flood many of 
the buildings along the shore. To 
make matters worse, flooding in 
Niles Canyon prevented release 
of water into the Arroyo Del Valle 
during the storms.

On a normal day, the Arroyo Del 
Valle flows through the park at 
between 4 and 10 cubic feet per 
second (CFS), but on Tuesday, 
January 10, as the rain continued 
to fall, we got a call informing 
us that the creek flow was going 
to rise to 400 CFS, and might 
get as high as 800 CFS. At that 
point, we had to close the Arroyo 
Road Entrance, as the creek was 
cresting over the trail under the 
bridge to the Veterans Hospital. 
Later that afternoon, we closed 
the entire park when the flow 
increased to over 800 CFS. 

That night, however, flooding 
downstream caused the release to 
be turned down to 3 CFS, and we 
opened the park as usual the next 
day.
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The Great Flood of January 2017
People are always surprised when I tell them that yes, 
sometimes I have to work on holidays like Christmas and 
Thanksgiving. My line is always the same, “The park only 
closes when it is likely to catch fire or it is under water.” Most 
summers, when we get to the peak of summer heat and the
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Things stayed the same on 
Wednesday, but on Thursday 
we got the call that flow in the 
creek was going up to 500 CFS, 
so we again closed the Arroyo 
Road Entrance, and watched 
as the sections of the park 
close to the creek gradually 
filled with water. On Friday, the 
flow increased all the way to 
1000 CFS, and we had to close 
the entire park, as water now 
covered not only the single-
track trails near the creek, but 
also flooded the paved path and 
the Sycamore Trail. After years of 
drought, the creek was flowing 
not just with water, but also 
with a large amount of debris 
from many dead trees, making it 
especially dangerous. 

Flows remained close to 1000 
CFS for the next five days, and 
Sycamore Grove Park remained 
closed for safety reasons. On 
the evening of January 18, the 
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http://www.noaa.gov/stories/what-are-atmospheric-rivers
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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.

Upcoming
Programs

Quick Look:

Birds      Sunday, Feb. 5  10:00 am

Hike into the Dark *70*  Saturday, Feb. 11  5:00 pm

Tracking 101: Signs   Sunday, Feb. 12  10:00 am

Olivina    Saturday, Feb. 18  1:00 pm

Hike to the Apex *70*  Monday, Feb. 20  11:00 am

February Flowers *70*  Sunday, Feb. 26  1:00 pm

A Plant for Everything (RSVP) Sunday, March 5  2:00 pm

Continued	on	Page	5

Birds
Sunday, February 5 10:00 am
Birds are one of the most diverse and, some would say, the most beautiful groups of animals on earth.  

They have a wide variety of color, shape, size and habit.  How did they get that color?  How come they can 
fly?  What exactly makes a bird a bird anyway?  Join me to answer these questions and more about these 
fabulous flyers. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Dawn Soles  Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Hike into the Dark (70 Miles for 70 Years Hike)
Saturday, February 11 5:00 pm
Come for a sunset hike in Sycamore Grove and stay out past closing time! This is a great 

time of year to see the hills glowing green by the last light of the day and still make it back 
before the worst of the winter cold sets in. We will be hiking 5 miles as a part of the 70 Miles for 70 Years 
series of hikes so bring your punch card if you have one! Hike goes rain or shine.

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

Tracking 101: Signs
Sunday, February 12 10:00 am
Come learn about the wonderful world of sign. From leaves eaten by 

bugs to scat left in the middle of a trail, animals leave evidence of their 
travels all around us. There will be a presentation followed by a short hike 
(one-mile) to see what we can find. Cancelled if raining heavily.

Ranger Doug Sousa  Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance   
    (Call for Directions)

Olivina
Saturday February 18 10:00 am 
What do the old ruins in the middle of the park, the stone arch at the corner of Wetmore and Arroyo Road 

and the walnut lanes between them have in common? Find out as we look at the life and times of Julius 
Paul Smith and his estate. This will be a slow paced, one mile walk. If you would like to save the half-mile 
walk to and from the start of the tour call (925) 960-2400 to reserve a seat in the van. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Darren Segur         Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
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flow was reduced to 400 CFS. With the water table 
so high, much of the park remained a wetland, even 
with the decreased releases. After checking the trails 
for obstructions, we reopened the park the morning 
of January 19. 

For several days, water was released at about 400 
CFS with a brief interlude on Tuesday, January 
24, during which flow was almost stopped to 
allow removal of a vehicle from Niles Canyon. On 
Wednesday, January 25 staff received word from 
the Department of Water Resources that flood 
releases of 1,000 CFS would resume by noon, and 
were directed to evacuate the park. Rangers spent 
the rest of Wednesday and Thursday working on a 
strategy to safely reopen at least part of the park.
 

On the morning of January 27, a large part of the 
park, including the paved path, was reopened. 
Rangers moved the footbridge that is usually 
upstream of the Arroyo Road Entrance to span 
a flooded section of the paved path near the 
Wetmore Road entrance. The area northeast of 
the Arroyo (including the Nature Area, the Arroyo 
Road entrance and the trail connector to Lake 
Del Valle) will be closed until further notice. All 
trails are currently closed to equestrian use. With 
luck, the water will go back down soon, and we 
will get the whole park back in operation.

The next time you are in the park, look for debris 
stuck several feet up the willows in the creek bed 
and remember that is where the water crested 
during the flood of 2017.

Follow Livermore Open Space / Sycamore Grove Park 
on Facebook, Instagram and/or Twitter so you’ll have 
the most current information about the status of our 
parks and trails during future weather events. You’ll 
find more of Ranger Glen’s fantastic flood photos on 
Facebook and Instagram as well!

https://www.facebook.com/SycamoreGroveLivermore/
https://www.instagram.com/livermoreopenspace/
https://twitter.com/LivOpenSpace
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As far back as the earliest scribblings on the 
inside of cave walls and, more than likely, well, 
well before that, early humans needed to know 
many things that most of their descendants have 
forgotten over time. Of all these forgotten skills, 
perhaps the one that is the oldest and, arguably 
one of the most vital to the success of our species, 
is tracking.

Humans lack a number of the physical advantages 
that many of our fellow creatures possess. We do 
not have the strength, the speed, the athleticism, 
or the sense of smell that other animals take for 
granted. Early humans had to rely on the abilities 
that they did have, primarily their intellect. While 
other animals were listening, seeing, and smelling 
their way through the environment, humans were 
left to observe, see changes in their surroundings, 
and make hypotheses about the world around 
them. Figuring out what tracks were left by which 
animals allowed early humans to determine 
where potentially dangerous animals were and 
where prey animals were. Not only did this newly 
discovered skill keep them safer, it helped keep 
their bellies full.

Tracking is the ability to read a variety of spoor. 
Spoor is anything left by an animal that can be 
used to follow it. Tracks, broken vegetation, scent, 
feeding signs, feces, urine, pellets, territorial signs, 
paths and shelters, vocalizations, visual signs, and 
skeletal signs are all examples of spoor. Tracking 
gives us insight into direction of travel, gait, and 
behaviors, and, ultimately, gives us a view into the 
life of an animal. With practice, an expert tracker 
can age a track by giving an approximate time 
that it was placed. Some experienced trackers can 

Tracking - Where Art Meets Science

Continued	on	page	5

determine the sex and age of the individual leaving 
the track, and even a possible injury to an animal 
through reading what the environment has to show.
 
More often than not, even astute nature lovers are 
unaware of the wealth of wildlife around them due 
to the fact that many animals are rarely seen. This 
often leads people to describe the environment as 
desolate. A basic ability to track could allow these 
same nature lovers to observe wildlife activities that 
would otherwise go unnoticed. People can develop 
a heightened awareness of the environment around 
them through the interpretation of tracks and signs. 
If citizen scientists record what they see, they can 
assist researchers with data collection. If not, they 
can simply enjoy finding evidence of a diverse park 
teeming with wildlife.

Tracking requires that the tracker slow down and 
really analyze the area, not jump to conclusions 
and rush on to the next destination, but become 
immersed in the details of the trail. These things can 
be difficult for us to do, as we are accustomed to a 
faster pace of life. As odd as it sounds, a tracker must 
try to think about an animal’s motivation. Trackers 
must kneel, lie down, and get their hands in the dirt 
to try and visualize the animal in its environment. 

Once an individual becomes skilled at the 
identification of spoor, it is possible to reconstruct 
an animal’s movements by analyzing its footprints. 
Looking at tracks is not as simple as seeing 
a picture-perfect track in the mud and easily 
identifying an animal, however. Often, identification 
cannot be made from one or two tracks, so the 
tracker follows the tracks to help determine what 

By Ranger Doug Sousa

Turkey	Tracks										Photo	by	Patti	Cole

Bobcat	Track										Photo	by	Patti	Cole
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Photo by D. Gordon. E. Robertson

Tracking (Continued)

species the animal was and what it was doing. With 
some experience, a tracker can not only determine 
a single individual’s activity, but can also determine 
interactions between different species based on 
tracks alone. 
 
As the prehistoric art of tracking slowly develops 
into a new science with many practical applications 
in nature conservation and wildlife management, 
the skills once used to hunt wildlife can assist 
in these animals’ preservation. Experienced 
trackers can help researchers determine an area’s 
biodiversity and the relative health of an area and 
its inhabitants through the interpretation of spoor. 
Tracking can also assist with studying an animal’s 
behavior with absolutely no impact on the animal. 
This is rare, as most types of research are much more 
invasive than tracking. Ultimately, tracking can be 
used in conjunction with more modern research 
methods such as GPS/satellite tracking. Using these 
methods together will reveal more than either could 
when used alone.

Whether we want to assist with research, learn a 
new skill, or simply enhance our experiences in the 
outdoors, tracking offers something of value to all 
of us. It binds our primitive past to our future, and 
merges the science of foot morphology, direction of 
travel, understanding of substrate with the artistic 
interpretation, and behavioral analysis to give a 
track set a story. Tracking allows us not only to see 
marks on the ground, but to embrace the story that 
those marks share with us. It lets us trot with the 
coyote, nose to the ground, sniffing for a meal, or 
slowly stalk prey silently with the bobcat. Even if it 
is only for a moment, the tracker gains an insight 
into an animal’s life, and, with luck, reestablishes 
a connection to the natural world that is so often 
lacking in our modern lives.

Come learn more about track sign on February 12th 
at 10 am at the Nature Area entrance of Sycamore 
Grove Park (call 925-960-2400 for directions). We will 
study many kinds of spoor that are not traditional 
tracks, as well as some typical animal behaviors that 
can help us identify things we see throughout the 
environment.

Hike to the Apex (70 Miles for 70 Years Hike)
Monday, February 20  11:00 am
Join Ranger Kyle to celebrate our 

Founding Fathers with a hike into the 
upper property! With spectacular views 
of Sycamore Grove and the Tri-Valley, we 
will explore parts of the park less traveled. We will 
be doing 7.5 miles towards the 70 Miles for 70 Years 
Challenge. There will be some steep sections but 
no one will be left behind.  Bring your punch card if 
you have one or ask for one at the hike. Hope to see 
you there! Cancelled if raining heavily.

Ranger Kyle Kline  Arroyo Road Entrance   
    (5049 Arroyo Road)

February Flowers (70 Miles for 70 Years Hike)
Sunday, February 26 1:00 pm
Spring begins early in California! Join 

Ranger Amy for a five-mile round-trip 
hike to see what’s blooming and earn 5 
miles towards the 70 Miles Challenge. We are likely 
to find blue dicks, buttercups, johnny jump-ups 
and more. You’ll learn how to identify these as well 
as the new growth of other plants that have yet 
to bloom. Kids are welcome but strollers are not 
recommended due to potentially muddy trails and 
off-trail excursions. Cancelled if raining heavily, we 
will hike if it is only sprinkling.

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

A Plant for Everything (RSVP)
Sunday, March 5  2:00 pm
A surprising variety of plants that have been used 

for everything from food and medicine to weapons 
and games grows in our area. Join us today to learn 
a little about how plants were used in previous 
times. At the end of our program, we will enjoy a 
salad and some other edibles made from items 
collected here in the park. Participants must RSVP 
by Tuesday February 28 by calling (925) 960-2400. 
$4 per person donation requested.

Rangers Dawn Soles and Doug Sousa 
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area

More Ranger-Led Programs


