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Pigs Gone Wild
Our park is full of many unwanted guests. We have fields
of grass that originated in the Mediterranean, massive
flocks of Starlings brought from Europe, turkeys from
the East Coast, and trees from Australia. Many of these
“invaders” were brought a long time ago for a purpose.
Australian eucalyptus trees are to
this day a popular landscaping
option: they are fast-growing and
tall, making great windbreaks
and shade in otherwise wideopen grasslands. Turkeys were
introduced as game birds, while
bullfrogs were intended to
replace the waning populations
of native frogs eaten by early
pioneers and 49ers. Grasses such
as wild oats that were long-time
favorites of livestock in the old
world, were brought over to line
American pastures.
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Another perhaps lesser-known
invader is the wild pig. Either as
escaped livestock, or in some
cases as animals purposefully
released to be hunted later,
wild pigs are luckily not seen
very often out here in Sycamore
Grove Park. Pigs, when kept as
livestock, often have their tusks
removed for safer handling, but
even a docile pet pig that would
happily eat from your hand might
revert to its wild nature if it needs
to for survival. Wild pigs will
regrow their tusks, become hairy,
and aggressively adapt to their
environment –– and California is a
bountiful habitat indeed. Parks all
over the East Bay, especially the
larger ones with more spread-out
usage, are struggling to deal with
herds of wild pigs.
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and leaves. But the snacks that
they are widely recognized for
gorging themselves upon are
underground. They are very
efficient foragers of bulbs, roots,
and tubers of all kinds––even
colonies of mycelium, which is the
underground part of a mushroom.
In some places, pigs are used to
sniff out gourmet truffles deep
underground for human foragers
to dig up. Here in California, wild
pigs may be filling a niche long
left empty by grizzly bears––
large mammals that roam the
hillsides nearly free of predation,
following their powerful noses,

True to their name,
wild pigs are happy
to eat just about
anything they can
wrap their snouts
around –– from
bugs, rodents, and
amphibians to
flowers, grasses,
Continued on Page 3

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.
Quick Look:
Crescent Moon Hike

Saturday, Feb. 9

5:30 pm

Hike to the Top		

Sunday, Feb. 10

1:00 pm

Winter Walk (RSVP)		

Sunday, Feb. 17

5:00 pm

Wed. am Birding (RSVP) Wed., Feb 20		

9:00 am

February Flowers		

1:00 pm

Crescent Moon Hike
Saturday, February 9

5:30 pm

Hike to the Top
Sunday, February 10

1:00 pm

Winter Walk (RSVP)
Sunday, February 17

5:00 pm

Sunday, Feb 24

Chilly winter evenings are a great time to enjoy the winter
sky. We’ll meet before sunset and walk into the park as it gets
dark and nocturnal animals arise. If skies are clear, we will
see the crescent moon in the western sky. The hike will be
approximately two miles and include dirt trails. Cancelled if
raining.
Ranger Glen Florey 		
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore
Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

The green hills of California are back, but who knows how
long they’ll stay that way! Join me for a foray into the hills
of Sycamore Grove for sweeping vistas of the rolling hills of
the Tri-Valley. if we are lucky, we may find a few early spring flowers, soaring red-tailed hawks, or even
a golden eagle as we make or way to the top of Valley View trail. We’ll be hiking five miles round-trip.
Cancelled if raining heavily.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Join me in the Sycamore Grove Nature Area for a nice, leisurely walk of about a mile to enjoy the park
during its winter season. Along the way, we’ll keep our eyes peeled for the local wildlife and, in general,
enjoy the crisp air and atmosphere. Wear comfortable shoes. We won’t be traveling on paved paths,
so no strollers please. We should be getting back as the sun is going down. Reservations required by
calling (925) 960-2400. Cancelled if raining.
Ranger Dawn Soles		
Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance
				
(on Arroyo Road, opposite the Golf Course pond)

Continued on Page 3
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Pigs Gone Wild (continued)
and eating nearly everything
edible in their path.

Wild pigs caught on a wildlife camera in SGP’s Nature Area in August, 2018

In an open-space park, these pigs
are absolute terrors. They tend to
prefer to travel along drainages,
straying into the more densely
lush (and sensitive!) riparian
habitats. Left to their own devices,
they will systematically tear the
landscape to shreds, using their
tusks and great core strength to
shovel up the soil, searching for
what lies beneath. They leave in
their wake a trail of desecration
consisting of loose soil and uprooted plants, as if a massive roto-tiller came plowing through. Stream banks
become destabilized, as long-lived perennial grasses and shrubs are ripped out–– leaving bare, loose soil
that’s primed for invasive plant species to take over.
Sycamore Grove Park is lucky. We don’t have as much
of a problem with wild pigs as a few nearby parks, such
as Morgan Territory and Mount Diablo. We tend to spot
them, or evidence of them (such as a torn-up hillside)
a few times a year. It’s quite likely that our much higher
human traffic keeps the pigs’ tails between their legs
and sends them fleeing to the safety of the massive
swath of ranchlands on the Park’s southern edges.

Damage caused by Wild Pigs
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Please do your part, and use the park often! Come hike
the trails at Sycamore Grove and keep these wild pigs
out! If you do see a wild pig, make sure to contact the
ranger office.

More Programs!
Wednesday Morning Birding (RSVP) IN THIS
Wed., February 20		
9:00 am

The park is often a bustling hive of activity on
weekends, and much of the wildlife steers clear of
the increased traffic. If you are able, please join me
for a stroll through the quiet weekday trails as we
search for some of our more timid residents. Please
RSVP by calling (925) 960-2400. Cancelled if raining.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park,
Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

February Flowers
Sunday, February 24

1:00 pm

Spring begins early in California! Join Ranger
Amy for a five-mile round-trip hike to see what’s
blooming. 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
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Love Darts
When I contemplate getting shot in the heart I don’t
like it – generally this is fatal, and I like to avoid
dying. However, this time of year there is supposed
to be a loophole. Legend has it that if Cupid shoots
you with one of his arrows then love will find you.
So, possibly awesome, possibly painful, but not
generally fatal. Much better. As an aside, this idea
weirds me out a little since the concept also includes
this grown up individual running around in a diaper.
Yikes! Built like a Greek god or not, this is a poor
fashion choice. However, I digress. Though Cupid is
generally thought of as legend, there are animals
alive today that use actual “love darts.”
Let me introduce you to the snail! Yes, the snail. Most
of us don’t think much of snails, if we think about
them at all. Generally, the only time I hear anyone
mention a snail is when they are cursing it for eating
a favored garden plant. However, snails as a group
are pretty amazing.
Snails belong to the Phylum Mollusca, Class
Gastropoda and there is fossil evidence of them
as far back as the late Cambrian (497-485 million
years ago), which is more than 200 million years
before the dinosaurs. Over the course of these
many millions of years they have epically diversified.
Spread across the globe from the Arctic to

By Ranger Dawn Soles

Photo by Jangle1969 via wikimedia commons

Antarctica, they can be found on land, in freshwater
and in the seas. They are found from the deepest
depths of the oceans to deserts to mountains.
Comprised of 721 families, snails are second in
number of species only to insects. Some snail
species have lungs while others breathe with gills.
This does not dictate their habitat though. Some
species with gills live on land, while some species
with lungs inhabit aquatic environments.
Snails range in size from the tiny Angustopila
dominikae, which, at less than 1mm in length,
can fit inside the eye of a needle, to the 35-inch
40-pound marine snail Syrinx aruanus. Though
most are herbivorous there are some carnivorous
snails. Snails have been important in human society
in many ways including as a source of food (both
the snail and its eggs), as pests, vectors for disease,
decoration, jewelry, money, pets, ingredients in
cosmetics, a source of natural dye and many cultural
metaphors.
While I’m talking snails I want to clear up a common
misconception – slugs are not baby snails. They are
shell-less snails. Pretty much every branch of the
snail family tree has members that have de-evolved
shell formation for one reason or another. Slug is a
common term of convenience but it has no relevant
taxonomic significance.

Photo by Eynar via Wikimedia Commons

Most, though not all, snails are hermaphrodites,
which means that they can produce both eggs and
sperm. From an energy stand point, being male is
Continued on page 5
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Love Darts (continued)
easier than being female. Sperm is energetically
cheaper to make than an egg. In many species of
snail, when two snails that are ready to reproduce
meet, there is a simple mutual exchange of sperm
and both go their separate ways. So, there’s an equal
exchange of the energetic burden. Some species do
away with the partner and just self-fertilize. No fuss,
no muss. However, other species go about things a
little more…. aggressively.
Snails have no sense of hearing and a very poor
sense of sight. Snails find a receptive partner by
chemical signals. Once a partner is located courtship
begins. Snail courtship, which can last from two to
12 hours, consists of moving around each other,
touching each other with their tentacles, biting
around the lips and genital pore (located near
the head) and pressing their “feet” together. This
courtship isn’t just about getting to know each
other. It is also about trying to maneuver into the
proper position. This is where the dart comes in.
Darts are not fired from a distance but are a contact
shot. As mating approaches, the snails try to get
their genital pores lined up. They get closer - and
then closer - to each other. When the genital pore
of one snail contacts the body of the other snail, the
dart is fired. There is no organ to receive the dart so
wherever it hits is where it goes. Darts are fired with
a wide variety of force and, due to poor eyesight
and apparently no aiming mechanisms built into the
system, end up all over the place – about 1/3 miss

Photo by Tamaki Sono via
Wikimedia Common

altogether. Those that do find their target pierce
the body of their partner, or the head or the neck…
Yeeeee-owch. Darts can cause significant damage to
the darted snail, potentially piercing internal organs.
If everyone lives through the darting, copulation
then takes place.
Why shoot your partner? How could this possibly be
a good idea? The short answer is – each snail wants
to be the male. Un-darted snails that receive sperm
usually just digest it. Free energy is free energy. This
also assures no need to put energy into eggs since
little to no fertilization will occur this way. However,
a darted snail reacts to hormones in the mucus
coating of the dart. These hormones reconfigure the
darted snail’s reproductive system, allowing more
sperm to reach the sperm storage area and fertilize
eggs rather than being digested. This increases
the shooter’s paternity. Additionally, darts seem
to discourage the darted snail from mating again
which increases the chances of the shooter passing
along “his” genetics to any young “she” has.
I personally think “love dart” is a misnomer. It should
be something more along the lines of “selfish-gene
dart.” I am really glad we as humans don’t go about
things the same way snails do. Maybe that diaper
dude shooting love arrows isn’t so bad after all.

Photo from abugblog.blogspot.com

Editor’s note: You can see a video of snails
mating at abugblog.blogspot.com!
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