
flora and fauna. 1851 and 1890 
saw the introduction of the
House Sparrow and the European 
Starling on the East Coast. These 
non-native birds, quickly adapted 
to their new home, rapidly spread 
out, and eventually made it across 
North America. This created a 
shortage of nesting sites for our 
gentle, non-aggressive, native 
cavity-nesters. In the 1930s and 
1940s bird watchers began to 
notice the decline of native birds, 
particularly bluebirds. Natural 
nesting sites are rotted-out knots 
in trees, woodpecker holes, and 
generally any natural cavity. 
Luckily, Western Bluebirds readily 
take to nest boxes. By providing 
bluebirds with nest boxes, we 
increase the chance of their 
population increasing. 

After carefully studying bluebird 
habitat and behavior and 
measuring their nests, avid 
bluebird-watchers concluded 
that only through a massive 
saturation of suitable open 
pasture land, manicured orchards, 
and suburban backyards with 
scientifically designed, predator- 
and competitor-proof nesting 

country, likely due to loss of 
suitable nest sites and foraging 
areas as a consequence of 
logging, fire suppression, grazing, 
and urbanization. Western 
Bluebirds are tree-cavity nesters, 
but tree sites are a limited 
resource. Also, bluebirds have the 
challenge of competing for nests 
with other bluebirds, swallows, 
nuthatches, some woodpeckers, 
wrens, flycatchers, chickadees, 
sparrows, and starlings. 

In the early 19th century 
immigrants came to America from 
Europe along with a variety of 

boxes could they halt the bluebird 
population decline. They then 
established a program called 
the Bluebird Trail. They built bird 
boxes of a size determined from 
their study, mounted them in 
suitable habitat, and monitored 
them for fledging success.  

The California Bluebird Recovery 
Project recently published its nest 
box data for 2017. Project records 
show a significant increase in the 
number of Western Bluebirds 
tracked in California over the last 
21 years. The number of fledglings 
soared from 5,077 in 1996 to 
20,246 in 2017.

Sycamore Grove Park has three 
bluebird trails (a trail consists 
of 4 to 13 nest boxes), and 

Bluebird Box Bonanza!
You might not know it, but Sycamore Grove Park has 
many bluebird nest boxes placed throughout the park. 
The boxes have been made and monitored by volunteers 
for the last 16 years. These nest boxes are important 
because the bluebird population has declined across the 
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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.

Château LARPD (RSVP)
Saturday, October 6  10:00 am
Join Ranger Darren to visit the remains of three wineries on LARPD property. Please call (925) 960-2400 
to reserve your space in the van. Expect to walk about 1/2 mile beyond where the van takes us. 
Ranger Darren Segur    Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Rd.)

Take a Kid Mountain Biking Day
Saturday, October 6   3:00 pm
Kids, bikes, and a beautiful ride celebrating IMBA’s Take a Kid Mountain Biking Day! Choose from 1) 
Beginner ride: three-mile ride on a relatively flat dirt trail; or 2) Intermediate Ride: five-mile climb into the 
hills. Recommended for kids age 5 - 13ish with a biking adult. To register, call the Ranger Office at (925) 
960-2400, or email valleywilds@larpd.org. For more information about IMBA and Take a Kid Mountain 
Biking Day visit http://www.imba.com/kids 
Naturalist Heather Day                      Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Trek-or-Treat Nature Storytime
Sunday, October 7   2:00 pm
Come to a Storytime hosted by LARPD and the Livermore Public Library. Meet at the Wetmore kiosk for a 
half-mile walk to the Hobbit Tree. Strollers welcome. Bring a blanket to sit on. Costumes are encouraged. 
Naturalist Heather Day and The Livermore Public Library     Sycamore Grove Park,  1051 Wetmore Road

Crescent Moon Hike
Saturday, October 13  6:30 pm
Join Ranger Glen to see the crescent moon and an impressive show of planets. Owls may make an 
appearance as well. The hike will be approximately three miles on mostly unpaved trails. 
Ranger Glen Florey   Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Continued on Page 3
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Woodpecker Watch
Sunday, October 14 10:00 am
Take a 3/4 mile walk to “Woodpecker Alley” and watch the acorn woodpeckers go about their business. If 
you’d like to bring a chair, we will arrange to transport it to the viewing area.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Monster-Mask Making!
Saturday, October 20 2:00pm
Make your own spooky mask for Halloween. Supplies will be provided; wear clothing you don’t mind 
getting messy. 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. Call (925) 960-2400 for directions.
Ranger Doug Sousa  Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area

Blue Oak Canyon 
Sunday, October 21 8:00 am
Holdener Park is small, but full of beautiful, narrow trails along steep canyons. Explore this hidden gem 
and get a view of the Livermore Valley. Please note there are no restrooms or water on site.
Ranger Claire Girling  Holdener Park, 2995 Hansen Rd. (east end of Hansen Rd, past the goats)

Winter Bird Walk
Saturday, October 27 4 :00 pm
Join us for a walk through the nature area as we look for migrant birds and other wildlife. Cancelled if 
raining hard. Meet in the dirt lot on Arroyo Road, across from the golf course pond.
Ranger Vickie Eggert  Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance (Arroyo Road)

Trick-or-Treat in the Park
Saturday, October 27  5 pm - 7 pm
Stop by the Wetmore kiosk and pick up a map that will 
lead you on a walk amongst the creepy creatures of 
Sycamore Grove. This will be a mile-long stroll at your 
own pace. Costumes welcome! 
Ranger Danny Haberman Sycamore Grove Park, 
Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Bats
Sunday, October 28 2:00 pm
 These wonderful little mammals are surrounded by 
myth and misinformation.  Come learn what is fact and 
what is fiction. 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. Call 
(925) 960-2400 for directions.
Ranger Dawn Soles
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area
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Bluebirds (Continued)
Holdener Park has one. These bluebird boxes are 
well ventilated and easy to open, monitor, and clean. 
The entrance hole is small so predators cannot enter.  
Part of being a responsible bluebird “landlord” 
is to provide a safe nesting situation by actively 
monitoring the boxes.  We check our boxes once per 
week starting in early spring. 

“Monitoring” means recording nesting data and 
checking inside all of the nesting boxes in order 
to see the status of the nests and whether native 
cavity-nesting birds are using the boxes or not. It 
also means finding out if boxes have been raided by 
predators and deciding whether or not the boxes 
require maintenance. Monitoring also involves other 
tasks such as seeing if insect parasites have invaded 
the boxes and ensuring that the boxes are not being 
used by non-native bird species. 

A box that is not monitored may do more harm 
to bluebirds than good. Monitoring alerts us to 
problems the bluebirds may have with predators 
and competitors as well as hazards. Starlings’ and 
House Sparrows’ aggressive seizure of cavity
nests are a primary reason for declines in bluebird 
populations across the country. Starlings can be 
excluded from nest boxes by using 1 - ½ ” or 1-9/16” 
entrance holes that are too small for them, but 
which the small bluebird can easily use. House 
Sparrows, however, are smaller and can readily enter 
bluebird nest boxes. They frequently kill adult and 
nesting bluebirds, destroy their eggs, or drive them 
from their nests. But other native birds that use the 

nest boxes (e.g., chickadees, titmice, nuthatches, 
Tree- or Violet-green Swallows) are welcomed, as 
these small cavity-nesters also need a safe place to 
build a nest. It’s important to note that it is illegal 
to disturb an active nest of a native bird without a 
permit. 

Predators such as paper wasps or mice will drive 
nesting birds away from the box. Bluebirds will not 
nest in a box occupied by wasps, so wasp nests 
need to be scraped off. Occasionally, a snake will 
find its way into a nest box. Snakes are native to the 
area, however, and no action is taken against them 
by monitors (other than to get them out of the way).
One duty of the nest box monitors is to remove 
dirty, used nests. These nests are often fouled with 
droppings and can harbor blowflies, feather mites, 
ants, or earwigs. Some of these insects can swarm 
over unfeathered nestlings and cause their death, so 
the boxes need to be cleaned after each brood has 
fledged. This is done by brushing out the box and 
scraping out the guano (bird poop). At the end of 
the season a weak spray of bleach will keep the box 
clean for the next occupants.

LARPD volunteers generate a report based on data 
from the park’s nest boxes and submit it to the 
California Bluebird Recovery Program, which then 
combines data from monitors all over the state. 
This information is forwarded to both the National 
Bluebird Society and Cornell’s Ornithology Lab for 
analysis.

Participants at a LARPD Bike Skills Clinic

Continued on Page 7

Photo by Polly Krauter, taken with a borescope

A volunteer uses a borescope to count eggs without 
disturbing the nest. Photo by Polly Krauter
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Avocado to ... Bay

Last month I wrote about the avocado – yum! 
While it is sad that we don’t have wild avocado 
growing in our area, we do have a very awesome 
close relative – The California Bay Laurel.

The California Bay Laurel, officially known as
Umbellularia californica (formerly Oreodaphne
californica), is a tree with many names. 
Depending on where you are in its range, it can 
be called anything from derivatives of California 
Bay Laurel, such as California Bay, California 
Laurel, or Bay Laurel, to Pepperwood, Spicebush, 
Cinnamon Bush, Peppernut Tree, Headache Tree, 
Mountain Laurel, and Balm of Heaven. In Oregon 
it is widely referred to as Myrtlewood. It is the 
sole species in its genus.

California Bay is a hardwood 
tree that grows along
the coast of California 
and Oregon and on the 
western side of the north/ 
central Sierra Nevadas, with 
occasional specimens in 
southern California. It is found 
primarily in redwood forests, 
California mixed woods, 
yellow pine forest, and oak 
woodlands. This evergreen 
tree varies widely in size. Most 

specimens are 20-45 feet in height but may be as 
small as a 6-foot shrub or over 100 feet in the largest 
specimens. Ultimate size and speed of growth 
depend on the local conditions. In good conditions, 
trees may live to be over 200 years old.

Like most Laurels, the California Bay’s flowers are 
inconspicuous up close, but they do differ from the 
“bay laurels” of the genus Laurus in that the flowers 
are perfect (male and female parts on
the same flower). Like the avocado, the Bay fruit is a 
drupe with a large center seed, commonly referred 
to as a Bay nut. The fruits are oval in shape, and 
measure 0.75 to 1.25 inches long. They start green, 
becoming purpleish in color as they ripen. Unlike 

By Ranger Dawn Soles

the avocado, the Bay fruits ripen on the tree. When 
you see a Bay fruit you will notice its remarkable 
resemblance to a miniature avocado.

Historically the California Bay had a much more 
extensive range. In the Miocene era (23-5 million 
years ago), oak-laurel forests were found in
Central and Southern California. Typical species 
composition included oaks ancestral to present- 
day California oaks and a variety of trees from the 
Lauraceae (Laurel Family), including species from the 
genus Persea (the genus of the avocado), and many 
others. As climate has changed over the
last 23 million years, the species composition has 
changed as well, and the only remaining native
laurel in California today is the California Bay.

Bay has been used by native peoples for a variety of 
purposes for thousands of years, and it is still used 
today. Some, but by no means all, historic uses of 
California Bay include (deep breath) using leaves 
between layers of dried salmon to prevent insect 
infestation, using leavesas an air freshener, using 
leaves to drive away fleas and lice, flushing squirrels 

Continued on Page 6

Photo by Peter Shaw

Photo by Judith Larner Lowry

http://treesofsantacruzcounty.blogspot.com/2013/07/umbellularia-californica.html
https://www.timberpress.com/blog/2014/10/california-foraging-3-species-you-didnt-know-were-edible/
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... bay (continued)

from burrows with leaf smoke, making a wash 
from leaves to treat dermatitis, treating headaches 
by placing dampened leaves on the forehead, 
making a tea from the leaves to treat headache 
and stomach ailments, preparing hot baths 
with the leaves as a treatment for rheumatism, 
burning branches in lodgings to fumigate to guard 
against colds, using leaves as a food flavoring, and 
roasting the bay nuts to eat – whew!

When most people think of bay, they think of 
the leaves they purchase on the spice aisle of 
the grocery store. These are usually sweet or 
Mediterranean bay leaves. California Bay leaves 
can be used in food the same way, however, you 
must be careful when using them. California Bay 
is much stronger than Mediterranean bay. When I 
cook with it, I use half (or less) California Bay than 
what the recipe calls for.

Though the leaves do make a tasty flavoring, my 
favorite part of the Bay is the nut. When roasted it 
has a unique flavor that, for most people, seems to 
be reminiscent of a mix of burnt popcorn, coffee, 
and chocolate. However, some caution should be 
exercised when eating Bay nuts. The nuts have 
a chemical in them similar to caffeine that some 
people react poorly to when too many nuts are 
consumed.

The fleshy part of the fruit is edible, but it is only 
palatable for a very short period. If picked too

early, the oils in the fruit are overwhelming. If picked 
too late, the fruit is easily bruised and gooey. Frankly, 
I have never been lucky enough to taste one at the 
“just right” stage. I always seem to get the fruits too 
early – and gooey fruit does not appeal. Blech!

Though most well-known for its food and other uses 
of the leaves and fruit, Baywood, most
commonly referred to as Myrtlewood in the
industry, is sought after by woodworkers Baywood 
has a naturally wide variety in color and
pattern, much of which is dictated by the soils the 
tree grows in, and it is used for making cabinets,
furniture, interior paneling, and trim as well as
smaller novelty items. On my last trip to Oregon, I 
saw an entire store dedicated to “Myrtlewood” items 
of all shapes and sizes – spoons, bowls,
cutting boards, breadboxes, and other kitchen 
items as well as purely decorative items. Baywood 
is also considered to be a world class tonewood, 
and is sought after by luthiers to make the backs of 
acoustic guitars and violins.

Myrtlewood also has a unique use – it is the
only wood still in use as a base “metal” for legal 
tender. In 1933, during the Great Depression, the 
only bank in the town of North Bend, Oregon
– the First National – was forced to temporarily close 
its doors. This caused a serious cash flow problem 
for the city. The solution was to mint currency. The 
city used Myrtlewood discs printed on a newspaper 
press to “mint” coins from denominations of 25¢ to 
$10. These coins were used to pay employees, with 

Photo from savoryspiceshop.com

Continued on Page 7

Photo by Nimmolo via Wikipedia

https://www.savoryspiceshop.com/california-bay-leaves


a promise from the city to redeem them for cash as 
soon as it became available. When the First National 
re-opened, the city asked people to bring in their 
Myrtlewood money for redemption. Surprisingly, 
many people did not – choosing instead to keep 
the coins as collector’s items. After several appeals, 
the city 
announced 
that the 
tokens would 
remain legal 
tender in the 
city of
North Bend in 
perpetuity. 
Unredeemed 
tokens have 
become very 
valuable, and 
fewer than 
10 full sets 
are believed to 
exist.

While the California Bay is utilized in many 
ways by people, we should not overlook what 
a wonderful addition the Bay is to the trees of 
Sycamore Grove. They are very visually appealing 
with their bright deep-green leaves, taking on 
a lovely yellow look observable from a distance 
when flowering. They provide cover and nest sites 
for birds. In stream channels they help hold soils 
and prevent damage from flooding. Deer eat the 
Bay leaves, shoots, and twigs, which are very high 
in protein, and squirrels and jays eat the fruits 
and nuts in large quantities.

Though the California Bay is the lone Laurel left 
in California, I think it represents its family quite 
well.

Articles (continued)

7

From 
year to 
year, the 
variation 
in the 
number 
of birds 
fledged 
can be 
large, 
mostly 
due to the 
weather. 
2014 and 
2015 
(the drought years) saw a large decline. Many 
adult bluebirds were found dead on the nest, 
apparently due to the high and prolonged heat. 
Also, with the dry conditions, insects (the main diet 
of bluebirds) were sparse. However, Tree Swallows 
(also insectivores) didn’t show any average change 
in fledging for those years.

Even though bluebird populations had decreased 
across the nation, the Bluebird Trail project has 
halted their delcline and increased populations 
of bluebirds and other cavity nesters. The most 
important step we can take to help bring back the 
bluebird is to maintain habitat and provide nesting 
sites. In areas where nest boxes have been put up 
in suitable habitat, such as Sycamore Grove Park, 
bluebird populations are increasing. During the 
spring and summer, you may enjoy watching active 
nest boxes from the trails. You’ll most likely see a 
bluebird fly down to get an insect and return to a 
low branch, weed stock, or power line, but please 
do not approach and disturb the nestlings. You can 
help out Western Bluebirds by placing nest boxes 
in your yard. Information on how to build, mount, 
and monitor bluebird boxes is available from the 
North American Bluebird Society and the California 
Bluebird Recovery Project. Here’s a good fact sheet 
to get you started. Thanks to Volunteer Holly Massey for editing  these articles!

Bluebirds (continued) ...Bay (continued)

Photo by Polly Krauter
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www.nabluebirdsociety.org/bluebirdfacts.htm
www.cbrp.org
www.cbrp.org
http://www.nabluebirdsociety.org/PDF/NABSFactsheetGettingStarted.pdf
http://www.tipsicocoin.com/browse_item.html?category_id=3264&item_id=5191

