
flycatcher family, and its name is 
actually Greek for shining robe, 
which is certainly descriptive. 
Males are exclusively glossy black 
with white wing panels, while the 
females are grey, but both have 
striking red eyes and tall crests 
on their heads. We are at the far 
northern edge of their territory, so 
don’t expect to see them all the 
time, but if you look carefully you 
can see them, especially in the 
summer and fall.

If you look in a bird guide, it will 

mostly talk about phainopepla 
as a desert species, where 
they live and nest in mesquite 
trees. Their diet in the desert 
is almost entirely the berries 
of mistletoe that grows on the 
same trees where they nest. This 
is no accident - the hard seeds 
inside the berries pass through 
the birds and often lodge on 
a tree branch where they can 
germinate and start a new plant. 
They nest in the desert every 
winter, where they are extremely 
territorial, aggressively defending 
their nests. But you may notice 
Sycamore Grove is hardly a desert 
(at least now that the drought 
is over), so what are they doing 
here?

Unique to North American birds, 
phainopepla migrate to California 
in the summer for another round 
of nesting and egg laying in the 
very different riparian sycamore 
forests, which should sound a lot 
more familiar. In California, they 
eat and spread mistletoe, but they 
also go after elderberries and 
most other fruiting bushes. They 
are most commonly seen near the 
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creek, where they often catch flies 
in the afternoon, casually hanging 
out in groups and around other 
birds very much unlike their 
desert behavior.
 
While you aren’t likely to see 
hundreds of phainopepla 
swarming through the park, it is 
always wise to keep an eye out 
and an ear open for the “wurp” call 
of this beautiful and unique bird.

Fabulous Phainopepla
One of the many reasons I love learning about birds is 
that you don’t generally have to learn a lot of Latin to 
understand what you are looking at. Unlike in botany, 
you can almost always get by knowing the common name 
of most birds, which is why I was so flummoxed the first 
time I met a phainopepla. This beautiful bird is in the silky 
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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.

Animal Sounds 
Wednesday, January 3 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 on the field. Geared 
towards elementary-aged kids, but all ages are welcome. Cancelled if raining heavily.

Naturalist Heather Day  Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area 
     (look for signs on the road that goes up to the Veterans Hospital)

Birds of the Arroyo del Valle
Saturday, January 6  8:00 am
Come out to the park this Saturday for Ranger Glen’s first bird walk! Starting from the Arroyo Road 

entrance, we will work our way down the banks of the Arroyo del Valle looking for riparian birds and 
any visitors here for the season. Bring your binoculars if you have them for this moderate walk of 
approximately 1.5 miles on unpaved trails. Cancelled if raining.

Ranger Glen Florey
Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Healthy Parks, Healthy People: Sycamore Stroll
Saturday, January 6  10:00 am
Do you enjoy spending time in the great outdoors, but prefer to 

take it slow? Ranger Eric will lead the group on a relaxed stroll on the 
1/2 mile Magpie Loop. This program is great for seniors and others 
who prefer to walk at a slow pace. Families with small children are 
welcome. Trails are dirt so strollers are not recommended. Cancelled 
if raining.

Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Continued	on	Page	3

Quick Look:
 
Animal Sounds      Wednesday, Jan. 3  10:00 am
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Restoring History      Saturday, Jan. 20  2:00 pm

Birds         Sunday, Jan. 21  2:00 pm
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Ranger-led Programs (continued)

Mushroom Madness
Sunday, January 7   1:00 pm
Join Ranger Amy and the Bay Area Mycological Society for our annual Sycamore Grove Park mushroom 

hunt! We will crawl around under trees, wander through meadows, and look at rotting logs to see how 
many different types of fungi we can find. Please be aware this is not a foray for edibles – all mushrooms 
need to stay in the park. This event will happen rain or shine!

Ranger Amy Wolitzer   Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area 
     (look for signs on the road that goes up to the Veterans Hospital)

Tracking Club
Saturday, January 13  3:30 pm
Let’s celebrate the New Year by doing some tracking! With a little rain comes mud, which makes great 

spots to find animal tracks. We will venture out looking for muddy spots where our local critters have left 
prints. Cancelled if raining heavily.

Ranger Doug Sousa   Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Harrier Hill Hike
Sunday, January 14  10:00 am
Winter weather can be cold and windy in the hills of Livermore, but they often give us the clearest views 

across the valley. Join me on a walk to the top of Harrier Trail to soak in the view and watch the raptors 
soar. We’ll hike rain or shine!

Ranger Eric Whiteside  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Restoring History
Saturday, January 20  10:00 am
It’s time to do annual maintenance on the historic Olivina walnut lanes in Sycamore Grove. We will 

take a ½ mile walk from the parking lot and do some planting, weeding, pruning, and cage removal to 
help restore them to their majestic glory. Bring gloves and water, and please RSVP as space is limited. 
Cancelled if raining.

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

Birds
Sunday January 21  2:00 pm
Birds are one of the most diverse and, some would say, the most beautiful, groups of animals on earth. 

They vary widely in 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 us for answers to these questions and more about these 
wonderful animals.

Ranger Dawn Soles   Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)
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The wood duck (Aix sponsa) is a colorful duck found 
in wooded swamps and marshes throughout North 
America. In our park, the Nature Area and Arroyo 
side of the park near the creek are good places to 
find these wary birds.

The males are characterized by a multicolored 
plumage. The crested head is green with a white 
stripe, and the bill and eyes are red. It has a chestnut 
colored breast, and iridescent dark back with paler 
sides. Females are brown, with a white eye ring and 
stripe down the head. Typical size ranges from 47 to 
54 cm (19 to 21 in.) long with a wingspan of 66 to 73 
cm (26 to 29 in.), and they can weigh 1 to 2 lbs.

These ducks nest in cavities in trees close to water, 
and they will take advantage of nesting boxes if 
available. Females will line their nests with feathers. 
Unlike most other ducks, these ducks can use their 
sharp claws to perch in trees.

Females lay between 7- 15 tan eggs, and incubation 
is for 30 days. After hatching, the ducklings climb 
to the opening of the nest cavity, jump down from 
the nest tree, and make their way to water. The 
ducklings can swim and find their own food right 
away. Food consists of berries, acorns, seeds, and 
insects.

Wood Ducks
The wood duck population was in serious decline 
in the 1800s due to habitat loss and over hunting. 
When the U.S. Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 was 
enacted, unregulated hunting was controlled and 
habitat was protected, which caused wood duck 
populations to begin to recover. Artificial nest boxes 
have been in use since the 1930s. By building and 
installing nest boxes, we help these beautiful ducks 
by providing additional places for them to nest and 
raise their young. 

The California Waterfowl Association Wood Duck 
Program provides more information about these 
ducks, including instructions for building wood 
duck boxes visit their website here: http://www.
calwaterfowl.org/woodduck-program.

This winter, ranger staff and Open Space volunteers 
will be installing several brand new wood duck 
boxes along the Arroyo del Valle. Volunteers will 
monitor these boxes throughout the nesting 
season. We’ll keep you updated on our results!

By Ranger Vickie Eggert

Photo by Ranger Glen Florey

2018 Park Hours

Jan. 1 - Jan. 28  7 am - 5:30 pm 
Jan. 29 - Feb. 22  7 am - 6:00 pm
Feb. 23 - Mar. 10  7am - 6:30 pm 
Mar. 11 - Apr. 1  7 am - 7:30 pm 
Apr. 2 - Apr. 29  7 am - 8:00 pm
Apr. 30 - Aug. 12  7 am - 8:30 pm 
Aug. 13- Sep. 9  7 am - 8:00 pm
Sep. 10 - Sep. 23  7 am - 7:30 pm
Sep. 24 - Oct. 14  7 am - 7:00 pm
Oct. 15 - Nov. 3  7 am - 6:30 pm
Nov. 4 - Dec. 31  7 am - 5:30 pm

http://www.calwaterfowl.org/woodduck-program
http://www.calwaterfowl.org/woodduck-program

