
together with a few friends and 
set up some practice drills to work 
on your skills. Improving your 
riding skills can help you have 
more fun on your bike, reduce the 
chances of injury, and help you 
share the trail safely with other 
users.

Once a mountain biker has moved 
beyond basic comfort with 
pedaling on wide, flat trails, it is 
time to tackle some hills. Before 
you head up any steep hills, 
however, it is important to make 
sure you know how to stop on the 
way down! Practicing stopping 
drills on flat ground, and then 
progressing to steeper slopes, is a 
great way to reduce the likelihood 
of going over the handlebars on 
your way down! Simple stopping 
drills can be set up in a safe area 
such as your driveway or an 
empty parking lot. Pick a line on 
the ground, or set out two cones 
to mark the stopping point, and 
see how close to the line you can 
come to a full stop. Practice with a 
friend and turn it into a game. See 
who can get there fastest without 
going over the line, and who can 
stop in the shortest distance. 

almost look like they have super 
powers, but the fact is they all 
started out wobbling over the 
rocks like mere mortals. Moving 
from wobbly beginner to cycling 
master takes years of practice, 
but it also includes a concept that 
can benefit all bikers, known as 
progression. Just as most concert 
pianists didn’t start out learning 
Beethoven sonatas, cyclists start 
with the basics and work their 
way up. This is helpful to keep in 
mind when starting small seems 
frustrating. Practicing bike skills 
can be done on any ride, but 
it can be especially fun to get 

When practicing stopping, be 
sure your pedals are even, your 
heels are pointed slightly down, 
your knees are bent, and your 
weight is back over your seat. 
When you stop, you should feel 
the pressure in your feet, not your 
hands. If you are pushing hard on 
the handlebars when you stop, 
your back wheel may come up 
and you could even flip your bike 
over! Never grab just the front 
brake. Try to practice using the 
front and back brakes in unison to 
stop safely without skidding. As 
you learn to stop on steeper hills, 
you will find you have to move 
your body further and further 
back on the bike. If you check 
out photos of riders navigating 
extremely steep slopes or braking 
very quickly, you’ll notice it looks 

Building Bike Skills
Have you ever watched a video of mountain bike racers 
floating, seemingly effortlessly, over boulder strewn trails 
that most of us would find challenging to hike down? 
They can zip around tight turns, hop over roots, and 
swoop down heart-stopping drops with a smile. They 
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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.

Altamont Creek Trail
Saturday, September 1                      10:00 am
We’ll go for a short walk (about a mile) along the Altamont Creek trail in Springtown. Learn about some 

of the wonderful California native plants you didn’t even realize were growing in your neighborhood!
Ranger Claire Girling  Path at Altamont Creek Dr. & Winding Stream Dr. (map)

Spiders and Their Kin
Sunday, September 16                     2:00 pm
They creep, they crawl, and they give many folks the heebie-jeebies. They are the eight-legged animals of 
our world – spiders (and their relatives). Join me in Sycamore Grove to discuss these wonderful creatures. 
We’ll learn about some of the different types around the world and which are considered dangerous. 
There will be a few live specimens for us to look at. This program will be in an area of the park not 
normally open to the public that is accessed by turning onto the road to the Veterans Hospital. Please 
contact us for directions if you have not been to the Reservable Picnic Area before.
Ranger Dawn Soles   Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (map)

Howl at the Moon Hike
Sunday, September 23                     6:00 pm
Join us for a hike where we will howl at the rising 

(almost) full moon! We’ll go about five miles round-trip 
and return after dark. Kids ages 8 and up are welcome.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer  Sycamore Grove Park, 
Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Fall Nature Hike
Saturday, September 29                 10:00 am
The year is winding down, the temperature is dropping, 

and the fall colors are beginning to appear. Join us for 
a walk through the park as we observe these changes 
and, hopefully, observe some of the resident wildlife 
getting ready for the winter season. This will be a one- 
to two-mile hike over more or less level ground. Bring 
water and a camera if you like.
Ranger Darren Segur  Sycamore Grove Park, 
Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Quick Look:
 
Altamont Creek Trail    Sunday, Sept. 1 10:00 am

Spiders and Their Kin Sunday, Sept. 16 2:00 pm

Howl at the Moon Hike Sunday, Sept. 23 6:00 pm

Fall Nature Hike  Saturday, Sept .29 10:00 am

https://goo.gl/maps/24rGDcakzUs
https://goo.gl/maps/shn67J7hrhm
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Building Bike Skills (Continued)
like they are almost sitting on their back wheels! 

As you get comfortable riding up and down wide 
trails, you will probably find yourself drawn to the 
shade, beauty, and challenge of narrow trails. In 
order to enjoy single-track, you have to master the 
fine art of cornering, especially on switchbacks. In 
all riding, but especially in cornering, it is essential 
to look where you want to go, not where you are! 
This means you should never look down at where 
your front wheel is now, only at where it is going. In 
switchbacks, this means looking around the corner 
so that your body twists at the hips, guiding the 
bike with your body weight and position rather than 
trying to make sharp turns with your handlebars. It 
is also essential to never outride your sight distance. 
If you can’t stop within the area of trail you can 
see clearly, you are going too fast. Unless you are 
racing on a designated course, you should always 
be able to stop in time to avoid other trail users or 
unexpected obstacles, which may be just around 
each corner.

Once you have the basics under your belt, you may 
want to step up your game by learning to jump off 
of small obstacles. Bike parks with BMX jumps or 
pump tracks are a great place for riders of all skill 
level to work on their flying skills, as well as all the 
other skills that make for fun, safer trail riding. Bike 
parks are often great places to put that concept of 
progression into action. Starting with small rolling 
jumps and building up to bigger challenges over 
many, many practice sessions will help you learn to 
jump and corner like a pro!

You should never judge a rider by their bike. I’ve 
seen some incredible riders on bikes that look 
like they have been hiding in someone’s garage 
for years. Having the right bike for your preferred 
kind of riding can make a huge difference in 
your enjoyment and safety on the trails. Safety 
equipment is also indispensable. Be sure you have 
a well-fitting helmet before venturing out on your 
bike. Depending on the skills you are working on, 
you may also want to look into gloves, protective 
knee and elbow pads, and other safety gear. Check 
out the Valley Wilds archives for information on 

different kinds of bikes and equipment (September, 
2017), tips on riding with kids (September, 2015), 
and a description of the different single track trail 
options that are open to bikes in Sycamore Grove 
Park (October, 2015). 

There are lots of great resources you can use to learn 
more about all of these techniques. Everything from 
“How To” videos on YouTube, to books describing 
different riding techniques, such as my personal 
favorite Mastering Mountain Bike Skills, by Brian 
Lopes and Lee McCormack.  Many organizations 
host group rides where you can learn techniques 
from other riders, and they offer riding clinics from 
beginner to advanced riding. LARPD is also offering 
a variety of bike-related ranger programs in the 
coming months, including Take a Kid Mountain 
Biking Day (10/6/18) and an Introductory Mountain 
Bike Skills Course (11/4/18, registration required 
by using link or calling (925) 373 5700). Watch this 
publication for more information about these and 
other ranger-led bike programs!

Biking is an inherently dangerous activity, but 
learning through progression, wearing protective 
gear, and keeping your speed under control will all 
help keep things safer for you and the folks with 
whom you share the trail. Wherever you ride, and 
whether you spend years building your skills and 
fitness so you can master technical terrain, or just 
occasionally enjoy a slow paced ride along a paved 
trail, remember the key to finding your flow on a 
bike is to smile!

Participants at a LARPD Bike Skills Clinic

http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/VW_Sept_2017.pdf
http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/VW_Sept_2017.pdf
http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/VW_Sept_15.pdf
http://www.larpd.org/open_space/documents/VW_Oct_15.pdf
http://www.llbmtb.com/product/mastering-mountain-bike-skills-3rd-edition/
https://www.imba.com/event/imba-take-kid-mountain-biking-day
https://www.imba.com/event/imba-take-kid-mountain-biking-day
https://apm.activecommunities.com/larpd/Activity_Search/introductory-mountain-bike-skills-clinic-14-yrs/14102
https://apm.activecommunities.com/larpd/Activity_Search/introductory-mountain-bike-skills-clinic-14-yrs/14102
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Avocado to...

September 16th is coming soon. It is a great day 
of the year. Why, you ask? Because, it is national 
Guacamole Day! I personally looooooooooove 
guacamole. I had no idea we had a national day 
dedicated to it, but when I was looking at a list of 
September observances, it just jumped out at me. 
(There is also national Cream-Filled Donut Day, 
but that is really hard to make nature-y.) All that 
being said, there could be no guacamole without 
the most wonderous Avocado.

Originally evolving on Gondwana(land) 550-320 
million years ago, the Lauraceae (Laurels) family, 
now comprises over 2,850 species in 45 genera 
and has a worldwide distribution. The family is 
named for the Grecian laurel tree or “sweet bay” 
(Laurus nobilis), whose foliage was used to crown 
the champions of the ancient Pythian contests at 
Delphi Greece every four years. Most laurels have 
foliage that is fragrant when crushed. Members 
of the Lauraceae are valued commercially 
for essential oils used in both pest repellent 
and fragrance making, timber, woodworking, 
seasonings, medicine, and straight up eating. 
Some of the most famous members that you may 
have heard of include cinnamon, cassia, camphor, 
sassafras and, of course, the avocado.

Officially known as Persea americana the avocado 
has many names including alligator pear, 
butter fruit, and cheese pear. Thought to have 
originated in South Central Mexico the avocado 
tree can grow up to 66 feet in height. Flowers are 
a very inconspicuous greenish-yellow, about 0.2 
-0.4 inches wide. The fruits, which are botanically 
drupes, range in length from 2.8 to 7.9 inches; can 
be smooth or rough-skinned; are pear-shaped, 
egg-shaped, or spherical; are light bright green to 
almost black; weigh between 3.5 to 35.5 ounces; 
have a large central seed that is 2 to 2.5 inches in 
diameter – and they are delicious.

In terms of geologic time and evolutionary 
relationships, the avocado should not be here. 
Fruits with seeds as large the avocado are pretty 
rare. Plants usually evolve with much smaller 
seeds, making it easier for wildlife, wind, or water 

By Ranger Dawn Soles

to disperse them. Seeds do better when they 
get a little distance away from their parent tree 
where there is less competition for resources such 
as water and light. While many living frugivores, 
omnivores, and even carnivores are attracted 
to the flesh of the avocado fruit, almost none of 
them can effectively disperse the seed. Though 
modern cultivated avocados may be fleshier than 
their original wild counterparts the seed size 
is pretty much unchanged. Evolutionarily, the 
avocado fruit is designed to attract an animal that 
can swallow the fruit, and the seed within, whole. 
Ack! Swallow the seed?!? This, on the surface, is 
counter-intuitive to the health of the seed. But, it 
is actually wonderfully beneficial. The seed’s hard 
exterior protects it from the digestive system 
and it is deposited far from its parent tree, where 
it won’t have to compete, with a nice nutrient 
rich pile of dung to help it grow. This is a pretty 
common fruit seed strategy, but, the avocado 
has this ginormous seed. This is strange because 
there aren’t really any animals around that can 
swallow the thing. However, at the time the 
avocado evolved, there was wildlife that could do 
the job.

If you go back to the Cenozoic era, beginning 
around 66 million years ago, the landscape 
was much different than it is now. This was the 
beginning of the time of the megafauna. Giant 
ground sloths, mammoths, gomphotheres, 
mastodons, glyptodonts, and many others were 

Photo by Marco Finke via Wikimedia Commons

Continued on Page 5

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Marco.Finke~commonswiki
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Avocado to... (continued)

all coming into their own. These were creatures 
that could easily gulp down an avocado, 
including the seed, and avocado evolution took 
advantage of that fact. For millions of years, 
migrating megafauna would consume avocados 
and disperse the seeds. Though the types of 
animals changed every few million years, the one 
thing they had in common - a mouth and throat 
big enough to eat the fruit - allowed the avocado 
to spread and thrive.

This wonderfully mutually-beneficial 
arrangement came to a fairly abrupt halt 
15 -13,000 years ago when the megafauna 
disappeared. This should have been the end 
of the avocado. With no creatures around to 
effectively disperse the seeds, young trees 
would be in direct competition with their 
parents, meaning most would die due to a lack 
of adequate resources. Eventually, the parent 
trees would die of old age. Though it may have 
taken a few generations, the avocado should 
have perished. How the avocado survived the 
loss of the megafauna in the wild is unknown. 
Though its range decreased, and number of trees 
dropped, the avocado did persist.

Luckily for this ancient tree, it wasn’t just 
delicious and nutritious to megafauna, it was 
also desired by bipedal primates. Around 
7-10,000 years ago, humans began to cultivate 
the avocado and now, due to human activity, the 
range of the avocado is larger than ever.

Though the wild avocado has a relatively thin 
fleshy fruit around that huge seed, cultivated 
varieties have been nurtured to produce a much 
thicker pulp portion. Grown in Mediterranean 
climates the avocado now has at least two dozen 
cultivars grown commercially around the world.

Avocado fruit is perfectly evolved for cultivation 
in that the fruit matures on the tree, but naturally 
falls to ripen off the tree. This makes them ideal 
for modern farming practices where fruits are 
picked before they are ready so that they can be 
shipped to stores before becoming over-ripe. The 

avocado fruit has a higher fat content than most 
other fruit, mostly monounsaturated fat. It is not 
sweet, but is distinctly and subtly flavored, and 
has a smooth texture.

Avocado is served in a variety of ways, in both 
sweet and savory dishes, as well as eaten raw. 
The leaves of the avocado are also used in some 
cuisine as a spice. Other than raw, the most 
commonly consumed dish using avocado in the 
US is guacamole. 

Guacamole is an avocado-based dip, spread, or 
salad first developed by the Aztecs. Guacamole 
recipes vary widely depending on region and 
personal taste. Ingredients (other than avocado) 
can include tomato, onion, garlic, lemon or lime 
juice, chili or cayenne pepper, cilantro, basil, 
jalapeno, and other seasonings. Other ingredients 
may include sour cream, corn, or even peas. 

There are many types of “guacamole” out there 
(as the above ingredient list would imply). For 
example, Mantequilla de pobre, or poor-man’s 
butter, is a mixture of avocado, tomato, oil, and 
citrus juice. Salat avocado is an Israeli avocado 
salad with lemon juice, chopped scallions, salt, 
and black pepper. Some recipes add cumin 
as well as feta or safed cheese. A Venezuelan 
avocado-based sauce, Guasacaca, is a thinner and 
more acidic style guacamole. Made with vinegar 
and hot sauce it is often served over grilled food.

Though guacamole is popular around here, in 
other parts of the world avocado is used for 

Photo by Popo le Chien via Wikimedia Commons

Continued on Page 6
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sweet dishes. In the Philippines, Brazil, Indonesia, 
Vietnam, and southern India avocados are 
frequently used for smoothies, and occasionally 
added to ice cream and other deserts.

Whether used in a recipe or eaten raw, the 
avocado is an immensely popular fruit. Here in 
the US, the two most popular days for avocado 
sales are Cinco de Mayo and Super Bowl Sunday. 

As awesome as avocado is, there are a few 
things to watch out for. The seed (or pit) is toxic. 
Avocado allergies have been recorded. There 
are two main forms of the allergy: those with a 
tree-pollen or oral allergy, and those with what 
is known as latex-fruit syndrome. If you have 
the tree-pollen allergy you develop symptoms 
in the mouth and throat after eating avocado. 
Those with latex-fruit syndrome have more severe 
reactions, which include generalized urticaria 
(hives), abdominal pain, and vomiting. In some 
people, reactions are so severe that they can be 
life-threatening. In addition to causing allergies in 
people, avocado leaves, bark, skin, and pits have 
been documented to be harmful to some animals. 
Cats, dogs, cattle, goats, rabbits, rats, guinea pigs, 
birds, fish, and horses can all be harmed when 
they consume these parts of the plant. Toxicity 
can vary with the variety of avocado.

Luckily, avocado allergies are fairly rare, and 
they do not diminish the fruit’s popularity. 
The longstanding cultivation of the avocado 
in Central and South America has led to a 
multibillion dollar industry today. In less than two 
hundred years, production has spread around 
the world and thrived. Worldwide production 
of the avocado in 2016 was 12,345,760,000 
pounds, with Mexico alone producing 34% of 
the total, or 4,166,694,000 pounds. The avocado 
was introduced to the US mainland in 1825, to 
Florida and Hawaii in 1833, and to California in 
1856. In the US, California is the leading producer 
of avocados at 345,260,000 pounds in 2016, 
followed by Florida and Hawaii. California has 
claimed the avocado as its state fruit.

Growing avocado is not the easiest of endeavors. 
I have known many, many people (myself 
included) who have saved the seed from an 
avocado, poked it with toothpicks and suspended 
it in water so they could grow their own avocado 
tree. This generally works fairly well – at least the 
germination part. After that, it can get kind of 
dicey. Unless you plan on growing your avocado 
indoors as a bonsai tree you need to have the 
space to plant the tree in an appropriate location. 
Remember, mature trees can be very large. 
Avocados must be protected from cold – they 
really do not like freezing temperatures. Grown 
from seed, it takes an average of four to six years 
for a tree to bear fruit, but it can take as long as 
10 years. If you have the room, correct growing 
zone, and patience, then growing your own 
avocados may be a good thing to do. They are 
certainly getting expensive enough in stores to 
make me think about trying it again.

It is lucky that wild avocado defied natural 
selection long enough to be cultivated. However, 
the avocado in the bin at the grocery store will 
still be frozen in geologic time, just waiting for 
a giant sloth to come and munch it down – it 
doesn’t know that we guacamole lovers have 
taken over!

There was another reason, beyond a love a 
guacamole, that I chose to write about the 
avocado. It turns out that we have a tree here in 
the park that grows a very similar fruit. Learn all 
about it in next month’s Valley Wilds!

Avocado to... (continued)

Image from a video by Nate McQueen and Luke Kowal
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ze4gwNsEKuc

