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Tracking: Where Art Meets Science by Ranger Doug Sousa
As far back as the earliest
scribblings inside of cave walls and
more likely well before that, early
humans needed to know many
things that we have since forgotten.
Of all these forgotten skills it is
perhaps the one that is the oldest
and arguably now one of the
most vital to the success of our
species, it is tracking. Humans lack
many of the physical advantages
that many of our fellow creatures
possess. We do not have the
strength, the speed, the athleticism,
or the sense of smell that other
animals take for granted.
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Early humans had to use the
abilities that they had, namely their
intellect. While other animals were
listening, seeing, and smelling their
way through the environment,
humans were left to observe; to see
changes in their surroundings and
make hypotheses about the world individual leaving the track, even a
around them.
possible injury to an individual
Figuring out what tracks were left animal through reading what the
environment has to show.
by what animals allowed early
humans to determine where
potentially dangerous animals were
and where prey animals were. Not
only did this newly discovered skill
keep them safer, it helped keep
their bellies full.
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Tracking is not just identification
of spoor. Tracking gives us insight
into direction of travel, gait,
behaviors, and ultimately gives us
a view into the life of an
animal. With practice an expert
tracker can age a track by giving an
approximate time that a track was
placed. Some experienced trackers
can determine sex, age of the

As the prehistoric art of tracking
slowly develops into a new science
with many practical applications in
nature conservation and wildlife
management these skills once used
to hunt wildlife will assist in these
animals’ preservation. Experienced
trackers will help researchers
determine an areas’ biodiversity
through their interpretation of
spoor. This helps researchers
determine the relative health of an
area and its inhabitants. Tracking
can assist researchers in studying
an animals’ behavior with
absolutely no influence on the
studied animal. This is rare among
types of research as most are much
more invasive than tracking.
Ultimately tracking will be used in
conjunction with more modern
research methods such as radio
tracking. These methods used
together should reveal more than
either could individually reveal
alone.

January Ranger-Led Programs
New Year, New You!
Sunday, January 2nd.
10:00 AM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
Come Join Ranger Danny as we all start towards our New Year Resolution!
We will take an easy hike through some single tracks to get our heart
pumping and hopefully see some wildlife! Please RSVP by calling the Ranger
Office at (925)960-2400 or email dhaberman@larpd.org.
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Static Shock!
Saturday, January 8th
1:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
National Electricity Day is just around the corner! Come Join Ranger
Gilbert on Electric Avenue where will discuss all the electrifying things
that surround us each and every day! Please RSVP by calling the
Ranger Office at (925)960-2400 or emailing grodriguez@larpd.org.

Snakes
Sunday, January 9th
2:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
Come join us as we discuss the types of snakes found in the park. We will
learn how to tell the venomous ones from the non-venomous ones and
learn what to do if you encounter one of these reptiles. There may be
live animals to see as well. Cancelled if raining. Please RSVP by calling
the Ranger Office at (925)960-2400.
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New Year Bird Walk

Image by Dora O’Brien

Saturday, January 15th
9:00 AM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
Head out on a potentially frosty morning and join Ranger Eric on a slowpaced walk as we look and listen for the winter avian residents of Sycamore
Grove! Bring a pair of binoculars or borrow a pair of ours and be prepared
for a 2-mile walk. Cancelled if raining. Please RSVP by calling the Ranger
Office at (925)960-2400 or emailing ewhiteside@larpd.org.

Salmon Survival
Saturday, January 22nd
2:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Reserve Picnic Area, (5035 Arroyo Road)
Take a trip up stream and take a peek into the life of a Salmon. How can they
survive in both fresh and salt water? How do they know which river is home?
What challenges do they face and how can we help support these amazing
fish! Please RSVP by calling the Ranger Office at (925)960-2400.

January Ranger-Led Programs
Tracking Time
Sunday, January 23rd.
2:00pm
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
Join Ranger Doug as we will talk a little about the different types of
tracks and then take a short hike through the park to see what kind of
signs we can see. All ages welcome! Please RSVP by calling the Ranger
Office at (925)960-2400 or emailing dsousa@larpd.org.

Unbelievable Camouflaged Critters!
Saturday, January 29th
2:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance at the Amphitheater (1051
Wetmore Road)
Did you see that? Neither did I! Join Ranger Seth as we discuss some of
Mother Nature’s best camouflaged animals and insects. Have your mind
blown as Ranger Seth shows you animals and insects that are right in front
of you, but you didn’t even see them! This program is perfect for families
and children of all ages. To RSVP email Ranger Seth at sedding@larpd.org
or call (925) 960-2400.

Gray Wolf
Sunday, January 30th.
2:00pm
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Rd)
Join Ranger Dan and learn about the largest member of the canine family in
North America. We will discuss the impact the Gray Wolf has had
throughout our country’s history. We will talk about the key role they play
in the wild. Cancelled if raining. Please RSVP by calling the Ranger Office at
(925)960-2400 or emailing dthomas@larpd.org.

2022 Parking Passes
Start the year off with the gift of open space, fresh air,
amazing wildlife, sunsets, and sunrises! It’s time to renew
your Sycamore Grove Parking Passes or give one to the
next generation of outdoor enthusiasts.
Passes start at $60 for Livermore residents and $70 for
non–residents. They are good for the whole year! Make
sure to ask about our senior discount too!
Call (925)373-5700 to purchase one, ask one of our
Rangers at Sycamore Grove, or purchase one at the
Robert Livermore Community Center!

Tracking: Where Art Meets Science continued….
Even astute nature lovers more often than not are
unaware of the wealth of wildlife around them due
to the fact that these animals are rarely
seen. This often times leads people to describe the
environment as desolate. For these same nature lovers
however, a basic ability to track may reveal wildlife
activities that would otherwise go unnoticed. People
can develop a heightened awareness of the
environment around them through the interpretation of
tracks and signs. If recorded, this contribution by
citizen scientists can assist researchers in their data
collection and if not recorded, they can simply enjoy
finding evidence of a diverse park teaming with
wildlife.
Once an individual becomes comfortable with the
identification of spoor it is possible to reconstruct an
animals’ movements from analyzing their footprints.
Looking at tracks is not as simple as seeing a pictureperfect track in the mud and easily identifying an
animal. Often identification cannot be determined
from one or two tracks and following the tracks can
help determine what species the animal was and what
it was doing. With some experience a tracker can not
only determine a single individuals’ activity but can
determine interactions between different species based
on tracks alone.
Ultimately however, tracking requires that the tracker
slow down and really analyze the area, to not rush

to conclusions and on to the next destination but
become immersed in the details of the trail. These
things can be difficult for us as we are accustomed to a
faster pace of life. As odd as it sounds a tracker must
try to think about an animals’ motivation, to kneel
down, to lie down, and to get their hands in the dirt, to
try and visualize an animal in their environment.
Whether it be to assist research, learn a new skill or
simply enhance our outings in the outdoors, tracking
offers all of us something to use. It binds our primitive
past to our future and merges the science of foot
morphology, of direction of travel, of understanding of
substrate with the artistic interpretation of behavioral
analysis to give a track set a story. To not see simply
marks on the ground, but to embrace the story that
they share with us. To trot with the coyote, nose to the
ground sniffing for a meal; to slowly stalk prey
silently with the bobcat, to give the tracker an insight
into an animals’ life, if be it only for a moment
and possibly if we are lucky to reestablish a
connection to the natural world that is so often lacking
in our modern lives.
Come learn more about track sign
on January 23rd at 2pm at the Wetmore Rd. entrance.
We will learn about all kinds of spoor that are not
traditional tracks. We will also learn about some
typical animal behaviors that will help us determine
what we see throughout the environment.

Bufflehead by Ranger Vickie Eggert
While out on a walk through the park, you may
encounter a striking black and white bird swimming
and diving in the arroyo or in ponds nearby (like the
golf course across the street). This is most likely the
bufflehead (Bucephala albeola), a type of diving
duck.
The first part of their scientific name (genus),
Bucephala, is derived from the Greek word
boukephalos, meaning "bull head”. The second part
(species), albeola, is from the Latin albus, meaning
"white". It is also called ‘buffalo head,’ due to their
large head. Males can raise their crests, making the
head appear even larger.

Northern Flicker nests, near the water. They will also
nest in natural cavities in trees, old woodpecker nests
and in artificial nest boxes.
After finding a suitable nesting area, they will lay
anywhere between 4 and 15 eggs, buff in color and
with no markings. The incubation is about 30 days and
the young fledge at 50–55 days of age. One day after
hatching, the female will lead the young to the water
to forage. It is here that the birds are in the greatest
danger from predation. Some of the predators that can
threaten these birds include falcons, owls, eagles, and
hawks. Buffleheads are also hunted by humans and are
considered a gamebird.

The bufflehead is about 35 cm (14 in) long and weighs
370 g (13 oz), with the drakes larger than the hens,
making it one of the smallest ducks found in the US.
Adult males are black and white with iridescent green
and purple heads and a large, white patch behind the
eyes extending from cheek to cheek. Females are grey
-toned with a smaller white patch behind the eye and a
light underside.

Buffleheads can take flight almost directly from the
water, as opposed to other ducks which have to run
across the surface to build up enough speed to take
off. They fly rocking side to side with rapid wingbeats
and can reach in flight speeds of 77kph (48 mph),
making them one of the fastest of all waterfowl.

Although it is tempting to feed ducks and other
wildlife (Who doesn’t want a free lunch?), they are
better off foraging for their own food. This way, they
do not become dependent on humans for food. Also,
what people feed them may not be healthy for them
and may cause malnutrition, deformities or other
health problems. In addition to this, in Sycamore
Grove Park, feeding wildlife, including ducks, is
illegal.

waterfowl there. Or check our ranger led programs
and join us for a hike.

Buffleheads live in North America. In the summer,
when they are breeding, they are found further north,
These birds are highly active, diving and feeding
in Canada; but in the winter they are found here in
frequently, and will fly away quickly if disturbed (like California as well as the northern east coast of the US.
when a birdwatcher raises a pair of binoculars up to
You may even find some here in Sycamore Grove
get a better view of them). When looking for these
Park in winter months. They are frequently at the golf
birds, be patient, as they can spend half of their time
course in their pond along with other waterfowl such
underwater while out foraging. Bufflehead will eat
as the Northern Shoveler, American Wigeon, and
crustaceans, fish eggs, and aquatic plants. While
American Coot.
watching these birds hunt for food, you may be
So next time you are in Sycamore Grove Park, take a
tempted to help them by feeding them.
stroll along the Nature Area loop and look for the

Unlike most ducks, buffleheads are monogamous, and
the females return to the same breeding site year after
year. These ducks are small enough to nest in old

SYCAMORE’S QUEST: A Look Back on 2021
Here are some of the Ranger’s favorite photo submissions from December’s Photo Contest.
Thanks for visiting last year! We can’t wait to see you in the New Year!
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February Ranger-Led Programs Sneak Peek...
Cryptozoological Creatures and Other Myths
Saturday February 5th
12:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
Bigfoot, Jackalope, Loch Ness Monster, Chupacabra; whether you are a
believer or not come join Ranger Seth and he will discuss everyone’s
favorite myths. He will explain their origins and how each story has a little
bit of truth behind the legend. Then at the end Ranger Seth will share his
story of his “encounter” with one of these BIG myths. This program is great
for families, children, and true believers! Please RSVP by emailing
seddings@larpd.org or call the Ranger Office (925)960-2400.

Tule Elk: A California Success Story
Saturday, February 5th
2:00 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance at the amphitheater
(1051 Wetmore Road)
Come join Ranger Aide Jack to learn about California’s largest native
herbivore! See some elk artifacts; find out where you can see elk in the
wild and how close the Tule Elk came to being lost forever. Email
jromero@larpd.org or call the Ranger Office at (925)960-2400.

Sunset Hike to Cattail Pond
Sunday, February 6th
5:30 PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)
Get in the mood, the mood for fun! Join Ranger Danny for a 3 mile long stroll up
to the Cattail Pond and watch the sunset from up there, see some beautiful views
and hopefully some critters. RSVP to this program by emailing
dhaberman@larpd.org or calling the Ranger Office at (925)960-2400.

Perfectly Pinniped
Saturday, February 12th
2pm
Sycamore Grove Park, Reserve Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
Playful, powerful and plenty to love, pinnipeds are found all around the
world. Dive into the world of seals, sea lions and otters, and discover how
these dogs of the sea survive in a wide variety of marine habitats. RSVP to
this program by calling the Ranger Office at (925)960-2400.

Pucker Up Buttercup
Sunday, February 13th
2:00pm
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
Join Cupid (AKA Ranger Doug) as we discover why humans kiss each other. We will discuss some of the
theories about why this strange behavior evolved in our species and why we continue to do it today. RSVP by
emailing Ranger Doug at dsousa@larpd.org.

February Ranger-Led Programs Sneak Peek...
Lunar New Year
Saturday, February 19th
2:00PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
Come down to Sycamore Grove Park and join Ranger Gilbert while we
discuss the start of the New Lunar Year and learn about some
traditional celebrations that people partake in on this very special day.
Please RSVP by emailing grodriguez@larpd.org.

Nature Walk
Sunday, February 20th
2:00PM
Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance
Join Ranger Vickie as we take a short stroll through the Nature Areas
we look for winter wildlife. This will be about a mile in length over a
smooth unpaved road. Cancelled if raining. RSVP by emailing
veggert@larpd.org.

Arctic Birds
Sunday February 27th
2:00pm
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Road)
Join Ranger Dan and learn about some arctic birds. We will talk about
some interesting birds that live and survive in very cold conditions.
Cancelled if raining. RSVP by emailing dthomas@larpd.org.

