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The Park That Almost Wasn’t

By Ranger Amy Wolitzer

I think we can all agree that Sycamore Grove Park is
a special place and we are lucky to have it so close to
Livermore. Many of our park visitors are not aware that
our beloved park almost… wasn’t. Regular readers may
remember that Sycamore Grove Park contains one of the
largest remaining stands of
Western Sycamores, not just
in California but in the world.
Platanus racemosa grows
naturally only in California and
Baja California. Although climate
change is affecting our trees,
that is not the reason most of
the western sycamores that once
existed in California are gone.
Sycamores typically grow in
gravelly soils. As cities and towns
were built in California, gravel was
needed for many construction
projects, especially paving
roads. Areas where sycamores
grew became quarries, with few
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exceptions. The Arroyo Mocho
near the rodeo grounds was
quarried by the Kaiser Cement
Company. They also quarried
Arroyo del Valle downstream of
what is now Isabel Avenue. More
recently, the Arroyo del Valle
between Isabel and Holmes was
quarried.
The New York Trap Rock company
owned the land that is now
Sycamore Grove Park and had
the permit to quarry it. They
leased cattle grazing rights to
the Crohare family, but the land
otherwise sat unused. New York
Trap Rock’s permit to quarry was
set to expire in 1975, but, for
reasons that have been lost to
history, they had not begun to
quarry the land.
With the quarry permit expiring,
the County needed to decide
whether to re-issue it. A number
of people thought it would be
nice to preserve the arroyo and
the sycamores as parkland, but
who would take on that task?
East Bay Regional Park District
was struggling to operate the
relatively new Lake Del Valle
State Recreation Area, which was

outside its district boundaries.
The Department of Water
Resources wasn’t interested in
expanding Del Valle to include
Sycamore Grove. The State Parks
Department was not interested.
The Livermore Area Recreation
and Park District had some
interest, but no funding. This is
where our hero enters the story!
In 1975, a man named Doug Bell
was working as a “Recreation
Supervisor” for the Livermore
Area Recreation and Park District.
He was 28 years old, and oversaw
playgrounds, adult sports leagues,
and facility rentals. But when
there was talk of a beautiful piece
of property south of Livermore
that was a potential new park,
Bell rose to the task and wrote
several grant proposals to secure
funding towards purchasing the
land. When I asked him if he had
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:
Urban Wildflower Walk

Sat. May 4		

2:00 pm

Wed. Morning Birding

Wed. May 8		

9:00 am

Springtime Hill Trek

Sat. May 12		

2:00 pm

Carnivorous Plants

Sun. May 19		

2:00 pm

Creek Survey (RSVP)

Sat. May 25		

10:00 am

Evening Blooms		

Sun. May 26		

7:00 pm

Urban Wildflower Walk
Saturday, May 4
2:00 pm

Come learn about the wildflowers that grow right here in Livermore! We will take a slow-paced one mile
(round trip) walk to the Granada Native Garden on the Arroyo Trail. We will look for flowers and plants
along the way, then take some time to enjoy the garden before returning the way we came. Meet at
Mocho Park near the play structure. Street parking is available in front of the park on Mocho Street.
Naturalist Heather Day
Mocho Park (1130 Mocho St, Livermore)

Wednesday Morning Birding
Wednesday, May 8		
9:00 am

Join us for another Wednesday morning bird walk under the sycamores. We’ll check on a few nests we’ve
been watching, and admire anything else that flutters by. Everyone from expert birders to first timers is
invited! Binoculars will be available to borrow.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance
				
(on Arroyo Road, across from the Golf Course Pond)

Springtime Hill Trek
Sunday, May 12		

2:00 pm

Carnivorous Plants
Sunday, May 19		

2:00 pm

This is the time of year to make the trek to the top of Sycamore Grove Park! The grass is (hopefully) still
green, the flowers are in bloom, and the birds and bees abound. This will be a five-mile round-trip hike
with nearly 500 feet of elevation gain to the top of Valley View trail. Bring sturdy shoes, water and snacks.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)

I’m sure you’ve all heard of the venus flytrap (that plant with the jaws that eats bugs). But, did you know
that there are many different kinds of carnivorous plants in the world? Join me for a brief look into the
world of bug-eating plants. We’ll talk about some of the different ways these plants lure and kill their
prey. I will even have a sampling of some of the different varieties of these plants on hand for us to look
at. If you would like to bring a bug to feed to a plant, that would be great - but not too big a bug!
Ranger Dawn Soles		
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area
				
(up the road towards the Veterans Hospital)
More May Programs on Page 4
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Park (continued)
experience
in grant
writing, Doug
chuckled and
said, “It was a
good first try
and it worked
out in the end.”
Ultimately,
they cobbled
together
funding
from the
Federal Land
and Water
Conservation
Fund, the
State Park
Bond Act,
Doug Bell during the time he was
Alameda
General Manager of LARPD
County, and
LARPD to
purchase 354 creekside acres.

Sycamore Grove Park opened in 1978. Originally,
the park was only open Wednesday to Sunday due
to limited funding. A dirt parking lot was carved out
at the Wetmore Road Entrance, and another at the
Nature Area entrance off Arroyo Road. At the time,
Bell got a lot of flak for making the Wetmore Road
parking lot as large as he did - people said it was
five times as big as was needed. It turns out Doug
had incredible foresight, because now, in 2019, it is
not unusual for that parking lot to be completely
full on weekends! In the beginning, there was no
paved path, only an old access road that is now
“Sycamore Trail” (on the northeast side of the creek).
It wasn’t too long before a paved path was installed
southwest of the creek, but it was done “on the
cheap,” with no substrate underneath. It was not
unusual for sections to wash out during years of
heavy rain. After decades of repair and patch jobs,
a proper, well-engineered paved path was installed
in summer 2018. Although it looks similar to the
previous paved path, we are assured it will hold up
much better! [Editor’s note – we got a serious test
with this year’s “Valentine’s Day Flood.”]

Youth soccer was just taking off in Livermore, and
one of the original proposals for the property was to
develop soccer fields on the south side of the creek
that had, once upon a time, been vineyards of the
Olivina Estate. Bell envisioned a more natural area
where people could appreciate Livermore’s rural
history. Public support for maintaining Sycamore
Grove in its natural state won out, and the proposal
for sports field development was abandoned.
Doug worked with Alameda County to make it
parkland. One of the conditions of approval for
this arrangement was that park rangers would be
IN THIS
required to be on duty any time the park was
open.
The General Manager at the time was Bill Payne, and
he told Doug to “make it happen.” So Bell did a little
research and found park rangers needed to have
law enforcement authority as described in Section
832 of the Penal Code. He made connections with
the Alameda County Sheriff’s Department and
got a captain to give eight part-time park ranger
candidates and himself a “crash course” in law
enforcement. Doug became the District’s Park
Ranger #1.

So where does the section of parkland previously
known as Veterans Park fit into all this? Veterans
Park actually pre-dated Sycamore Grove. It was
a replacement for LARPD’s Arroyo Park that was
flooded when the Lake Del Valle dam was built
in 1968. The District negotiated with the Federal
Government and the Veterans Administration to
purchase 32 acres, including the buildings that are
now the ranger office and summer camp house.
Sadly, Veterans Park became a hangout for biker
gangs and drug users and it was closed around
1975. It re-opened with the opening of Sycamore
Grove Park.
In the summer of 1979, Doug Bell held a meeting
under a stately Valley Oak that still stands not far
from the Wetmore Road Entrance. It was attended
by the eight part-time park rangers, three of whom
were school teachers during the year. Doug had
the idea that the park should be used by kids and
families rather than biker gangs. He knew education
was key to protecting the resource. He asked
the early rangers to pick something they knew
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about - be it wildflowers or birds or history - and
offer free public walks and talks on that topic. He
also managed to get money in the budget for the
District’s first part-time naturalist - Alice TetlowNoyes. In the summer of 1979 or 1980, Alice started
an early incarnation of our beloved Summer Nature
Camps. These evolved into Tadpole Camp, Explorer
Camp, and Ohlone camp, all of which continue to
this day. In the winter months, Alice offered history
programs at Ravenswood (which LARPD also
acquired around that time) and interpretive walks
for school groups in the park.

Many years have passed since Sycamore Grove Park
was founded. Livermore has become a much bigger
city, and technology plays a greater role in our lives
than it did in the 1970s. LARPD rangers work hard
to keep Sycamore Grove a safe, friendly place for TriValley residents to visit. We still offer weekend nature
walks for the public and our Summer Nature Camps
continue to introduce generations of youth to the
great outdoors. We hope to keep Doug’s vision alive
for many years to come.

Doug Bell supervised what was then called the
“Regional Parks” until he became Assistant General
Manager in 1985. At that time, Naturalist Mike
Nicholson competed for promotion to Supervising
Ranger/Naturalist. In 1993, Bell became General
Manager of LARPD. He was a big proponent of our
Open Space parks. During his tenure as General
Manager, he negotiated the purchase of Brushy Peak
Regional Preserve and Holdener Park, and oversaw
the expansion of Sycamore Grove to more than 750
acres. Doug retired in 2003. He now spends much
of the summer at his second home near Truckee,
but he walks in Sycamore Grove almost every week
during the winter.
Doug and Ellen Bell, enjoying their retirement with a
trip to Denali National Park.

More May Programs!
Young Scientists Creek Survey (RSVP)
Saturday, May 25 10:00 am

Come help with a creek survey and find out how
clean the water is in the Arroyo del Valle. We
will take scientific measurements and then do a
benthic macroinvertebrate survey (also known as
a waterbug hunt). Good for ages 8 and up. RSVP
required by calling (925) 960-2400.
Ranger Darren Segur Sycamore Grove Park,
Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Evening Blooms
Sunday, May 26

7:00 pm

Lace up your boots and join Ranger Amy for a
moderately-strenuous 5-mile round-trip walk to
see the flowers of late spring. Hopefully, we will
see soaproot in bloom – the flowers don’t open
until evening! Bring a jacket - it can be cold up in
the hills when the sun goes down.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer Sycamore Grove Park,
Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Rd.)
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Changes to Ranger-led Progams
Beginning in June, most weekend programs offered by the LARPD rangers will be fee-based. We have,
for years, offered free weekend nature programs for our park visitors. Even as neighboring park agencies
moved to a fee-based reservation system for public programs, we continued to offer these programs
free of charge. However, with the rising costs of operating LARPD’s open space parks, we have made the
decision to charge a nominal fee for our weekend programs. We hope that these fees will allow us to
offer these programs for years to come.
You are encouraged to sign up for these programs on the LARPD website (click on course number for
registration page). You can also call (925) 373-5700 to register. Visitors can also drop-in to a program and
pay there, but by registering in advance, you can help ensure that the program you wish to attend will
be held. Programs are subject to cancellation if there are not enough people pre-registered.
We will continue to offer the high-quality, enriching, and family-friendly programs that you have come to
expect from the LARPD rangers.

June Programs
Family Mountain Bike Ride
Sunday June 2 2:30 pm

Join Ranger Heather for a fun family ride including
the single-track section of the Arroyo Del Valle
Regional Trail at the southern end of Sycamore
Grove Park. The ride will be 7 miles round trip. Ages
6+. Adults with a younger child on a trail-a-bike are
welcome, but no trailers please. Helmets required.
Meet at the Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore
Road). Class # 7000, fee $5.

Summer Stargazing
Saturday, June 8 8:00 pm

Join Ranger Glen to look through a telescope and
hear stories about the constellations! We will walk
into the park as the sun sets, enjoying the crescent
moon as it follows the sun below the western
horizon. We’ll stop at our telescope to enjoy a closer
view of some celestial objects. The walk will be
approximately two miles round-trip on paved and
unpaved trails. Meet at the Wetmore Road Entrance
(1051 Wetmore Road)
Class #7150.201 (adult), fee: $10.
Class #7150.202 (child under 18), fee: $1.
Children must be accompanied by a paid adult.
Please show your support for our rangerled programs by registering for programs in
advance of the program date!

Beat the Heat Hike
Saturday, June 15

8:00 am

Wildlife doesn’t like the heat any more than we do,
so join Ranger Darren to get an early start. We’ll walk
one to two miles through the Nature Area and look
for wildlife along the way. Bring water and a camera
if you like. Meet at the Arroyo Road Entrance (5049
Arroyo Road) Class # 7152.201, fee: $5 (adult). Class #
7152.202, fee: $1 (child under 18). Children must be
accompanied by a paid adult.

Howl at the Moon Hike
Sunday, June 16 7:00 pm

Join Ranger Amy 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 age 8 and up
are welcome. Meet at the Wetmore Road Entrance
(1051 Wetmore Road). Class # 7001, fee: $10 (adult).
Class # 7002, fee: $1 (child under 18). Children must
be accompanied by a paid adult.

Snakes
Sunday, June 23 2:00 pm

Snakes are under-appreciated for the role they play
in nature. Join Ranger Dawn to learn about these
slithering (but not slimy!) critters. There will be
live specimens for us to see and enjoy. Meet at the
Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road).
Class # 7003, fee: $5 (adult). Class # 7004, fee: $1
(child under 18). Children must be accompanied by
a paid adult.
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