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Autumn on the Mountain • Carl Nielson, Mount Diablo State Park Peace Officer
Autumn is my favorite season at Mount Diablo 
State Park, and this will be my 24th autumn as a 
ranger here. With the passing of Labor Day, kids 
are back in school and the busy camping season 
is behind us. The park has a quiet quality. Animal 
sightings are frequent. A variety of plants display 
vibrant seasonal color. It’s a great time 
to visit Mount Diablo! Here is a list 
of events and attractions that park 
visitors should consider during the 
months of autumn.

•  Autumn Color
The leaves of the big leaf maple 
have great color during autumn. 
Maples can be viewed along South 
Gate Road between the South Gate 
entrance station and Rock City and on North Gate 
Road where riparian zones bisect the road. The 
deciduous black oak also has nice color—look for 
it in Lower Rock City and along Madrone Canyon 
Trail. In the backcountry, autumn displays are 
plentiful in Mitchell Canyon and Pine Canyon. A 
word of caution: The leaves of poison oak usually 
turn a beautiful red color in autumn… pretty to 
look at, but do not touch! This year due to the 
drought, the plants are dropping their leaves early. 

Be wary of poison oak, 
even when it assumes its 
twiggy winter look.

•  The March of the
   Tarantula (Male)
Beginning in mid-August 
through October, male 

tarantulas are a common sight during the morning 
and evening hours. The mature male tarantula leaves 
its burrow permanently during this period in search 
of a mate. They can often be seen crossing paved 
roads throughout the park. Check the Mount Diablo 

Interpretive Association (MDIA) 
website, mdia.org, for scheduled 
interpretive hikes in search of 
tarantulas.

•  National Public Lands Day
The nation’s largest single-day 
volunteer effort for public lands takes 
place in autumn. At Mount Diablo 
State Park on Saturday, September 27, 
join our volunteer trail maintenance 
crew for some dirty but rewarding 

work in the park’s backcountry. Interested individuals 
should contact trail coordinator Mark Sinclair at 
Mark.Sinclair@parks.ca.gov.

•  A Glimpse into the Cosmos
The last two Star Parties of the year are held in 
autumn: Saturday, September 27, and Saturday, 
October 25. Participants can view stars and planets 
through a 14-inch telescope housed at the Lower 
Summit Parking Lot. A number of smaller, portable 
telescopes are available as well. For more information, 
go to the Mount Diablo Astronomical Society’s 
website, mdas.net. 

•  The Mountain Challenge
The first Sunday in October marks 
the Mountain Challenge, a timed 
bicycling event from Athenian 

(continued on page 8)
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Feral Pigs in the Park • Staci Hobbet, Mount Diablo State Park Volunteer Docent

Welcome to Mount Diablo 
State Park! I would like 
to introduce myself, Ryen 
Goering, as the newly assigned 
Superintendent. I worked 
previously at Mount Diablo 

State Park from 2001 to 2007 as a Park Ranger. I 
decided I needed to gain a little more experience at 
other parks and wanted promotion opportunities, so 
I worked at Brannan Island State Recreation Area for 
four months and was promoted to Supervising Ranger 
in 2007. I was the Supervising Ranger from 2007 to 
2010 at Clear Lake State Park and Anderson Marsh 
State Historic Park. From 2010 to 2014, I supervised 
Mount Tamalpais State Park, China Camp State Park, 
and Olompali State Historic Park. In June I returned 
here to my favorite park to help manage the park 
resources and operations. I am looking forward to this 
challenge and being back “home!”

Upon my return to Mount Diablo State Park in my 
new position, I was very impressed with the growth 
and support in the last seven years from our park’s 
cooperative organization, Mount Diablo Interpretive 
Association. I’m sure, like many other state park 
cooperative organizations, MDIA has had to evolve 
to meet the Department’s ever-changing need for 
support from volunteers and increased funding 
requests to make up for funding shortages at the park 
level. Fast forward to present: MDIA has certainly 
“stepped up to the plate,” so to speak! I would like to 
personally thank MDIA and all of the Mount Diablo 
State Park volunteers for their continued effort and 
dedication to support Mount Diablo State Park. 
Without their commitment, our dedicated park staff 
would be struggling.

If you are interested in volunteering on the Mountain 
or working with MDIA, check out these contacts:

•  MDIA: 
 mdia.org  

•  State Parks Volunteering:
 parks.ca.gov/?page_id=886

•  Mount Diablo State Park volunteers coordinator:   
 Scott.Poole@parks.ca.gov

See you on the Mountain!

On behalf of the Mount Diablo 
Interpretive Association (MDIA), 
welcome to Mount Diablo State 
Park.

I would like to thank the park staff 
and volunteers who have been 
busy repairing and rebuilding various structures 
damaged by the Morgan Fire that swept through the 
park in September 2013. Thank you also to those 
who generously donated their time and money to 
assist us in this effort.

The first spring wildflower season following the 
Morgan Fire offered a unique opportunity to see the 
effects the wildfire had on the plant life. Even with 
the lack of winter rains, we enjoyed spotting some 
traditional fire followers: golden eardrops, Fremont’s 

bush mallow, woodland 
woolythreads, Kellogg’s 
snapdragon, whispering bells, 
and the widely sought-after 
fire poppy hiding in plain sight 
high up the steep inclines of the 
morning side of the park.

Wildlife in the park is also flourishing. Sightings of 
deer, rabbits, and coyotes among the basal sprouting 
chaparral were a welcome sight. An Alameda 
whipsnake and rattlesnake eyeing each other simply 
amazed me. It’s impossible to predict what lies 
ahead this fall. Will the tarantula males come out on 
their yearly march early, late, or not at all? Only the 
Mountain knows.

The fire-ravaged areas of the park belie the serious 
drought that is affecting the western states and has 
caused the park to restrict water availability to a 
minimum to prevent it from becoming completely 
dry. Some areas have water, but visitors should bring 
enough for their own use while in the park. Please 
check out the park’s website or MDIA’s website 
for details on the current water situation as well 
as general information about the park. The MDIA 
website also includes an events calendar listing 
guided hikes, audio tours, and an online store, in 
addition to information about the history and natural 
wonders on the Mountain.

If you’ve spent much time hiking the trails of Mount 
Diablo State Park, you may have come upon areas that 
looked roughly furrowed, with lumpy soil and dead 
or dying plants, as if someone had broken the soil for 
a new garden. But you were seeing the result of feral 
pigs rooting for food. They’re not supposed to be here, 
and while there are other plants and animals living in 
the park that are also non-natives, feral pigs may be the 
most destructive of them all.

Their style is all-you-can-eat, the reason they do so 
much damage. On the menu: invertebrates, acorns, 
grasses, forbs, tubers, bulbs, berries, reptiles, birds, 
eggs, and animal carcasses. And, says Michael 
Marchiano, a Bay Area naturalist who has spent 
much of his life studying the flora and fauna around 
Mount Diablo, “They would eat you too if you fell 
down unconscious!” Facetious, yes, but do heed the 
underlying message to keep your distance.

Feral pigs in California are a hybrid 
between domestic pigs that made 
their way into the wild since the 
mid-1800s, and European wild 
boars released by game hunters 
in the 1920s. Since then, they’ve 
bulldozed their way into 49 of our 
58 counties. They’re a problem 
as well across the U.S., with 
established populations in 36 
states.

Worse news: Feral pigs seem to be 
on the increase everywhere. The 
park has a fluctuating population 
that isn’t easy to estimate, says 
Ranger John Hardcastle, who oversees the park’s feral 

feral pigs • james m. hale

pig trapping program, but what statistics we have 
look ominous. Over the last five years, the numbers 
of pigs captured in the park has fluctuated year 
to year, increasing over that time by 16 percent. 
However, over the last year, the numbers jumped 
by 42 percent, a trend that is likely due to a variety 
of factors, including changes in environmental 
conditions resulting in variations in food and 
resource availability, such as drought and wildfire. 
The trend might not continue, he says, but any way 
you do the numbers, “It’s a bumper year for pigs.”

Visitors to the park can help by learning to 
recognize fresh damage and reporting pig sightings 
promptly to park rangers, who rely in part on such 
anecdotal information to place traps. The emphasis 
is on fresh. If the evidence is more than about 
three days old, says Ranger Hardcastle, it’s too late. 
“They’re extremely mobile. They tend to spend only 
a day or two in any given area.”

Though pigs also leave tracks and make trails 
and wallows, it’s the rooting that’s spotted most 
commonly by experienced and inexperienced 
observers alike. How do you judge whether to 
report a sighting of a damaged area? First, look 
closely at the tracks around the disturbed zone. 
“The edges must be sharp,” Hardcastle says, and the 
roots in the upturned soil, “still lively-looking.” If 
the roots have wilted, the evidence is too old; and 
if new plant growth has sprouted on the upturned 

soil, move on. But keep your eyes 
open.

An actual sighting of pigs is 
critical information, but it’s rare 
to spot them. They steer clear of 
people, Hardcastle says, and tend 
to come out only after dark.

Are they dangerous? Not 
usually, says James (Doc) Hale, 
a wildlife biologist in the Bay 
Area, who has sighted wild 
pigs many times in decades of 
poking around the remote areas 
of the state in his search for 

archeological evidence of early settlement. He’s had

Naturalist Michael Marchiano examines feral 
pig damage above Turtle Ranch • Staci Hobbet

(continued on page 6)
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Camping at Mount Diablo State Park

Mount Diablo has three designated family camping areas and five group camps:

Juniper Campground (36 sites, elevation 3,000 ft.) Located approximately 2 miles 
below the summit, on Summit Road, Juniper is known for its fantastic views. 
Three campsites meet accessibility (Americans with Disabilities Act) standards.
Reservations available.

Live Oak Campground (23 sites, elevation 1,450 ft.) Located one mile above the South 
Gate Entrance Station, off South Gate Road. Live Oak is near Rock City, where one can 
explore rock formations. Reservations available.

Junction Campground (6 sites, elevation 2,200 ft.) Located where South Gate and 
North Gate meet at the Ranger Station. This campground is situated in an open 
woodland area. Available on a first-come, first-served basis only.

All campgrounds are provided with picnic tables, fire pits or stoves, potable water 
(subject to availability) and restrooms.

The campgrounds are mainly designed for tent camping, but can accommodate RVs 
up to 20 ft. in length. No hookups and dumping stations are provided.

Camping Procedures

Make reservations 48 hours to 7 months in advance by contacting Reserve America at 
800.444.7275 or www.reserveamerica.com. Reservations can be made for a specific 
campground but not a specific site. Campers cannot be registered at Mitchell Canyon.

Check-in time is 2:00 p.m. Check-out time is 12:00 noon.

Group Camps are Buckeye, Barbecue Terrace, Wildcat, Stagecoach, and Boundary. 
Reservations are available for all group camps with Reserve America. Each campground 
is primitive with running water (subject to availability) and pit toilets. Barbecue Terrace 
is equipped with horse ties for equestrian use. RVs are not allowed in the group 
camping areas.

During the fire season (generally May to October), the park is subject to closure due to 
extreme fire danger. Campers must call the park at 925.837.2525 or 925.837.0904 one 
day prior to their arrival to confirm park status.

General Rules
 • Alcoholic beverages are prohibited in the park.
 • 8 people and 2 vehicles maximum per campsite.
 • Each juvenile (under age of 18) must have written permission from his/her parents
  (with parent’s phone number) prior to camping without adult supervision. Phone
  verifications will be attempted.
 • Quiet hours are from 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m.
 • No electric generators from 8:00 p.m. to 10:00 a.m.
 • Firewood gathering is prohibited.
 • Fires must be in stoves or fire pits provided. NO GROUND FIRES.
 • Campfire restrictions are in effect during the fire season. Check fire conditions for
  appropriate use (see page 6).
 • Campers are locked in the park overnight from sunset to 8:00 a.m. For   
  emergencies dial 911.
 • Quiet—noise must not carry beyond your immediate camp or picnic ground.

Group Picnic Reservations: Call Ranger Daniel Golde at 925.837.6129 x3

A more detailed topographic map is available for purchase at the entrance 
stations and the Summit and Mitchell Canyon visitor centers.
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Most land adjacent to the park 
is private property. Do not enter 
without the owner’s permission.

Mitchell Canyon Road does not offer a route to 
the Summit via motor vehicle. Vehicles must enter 
through North Gate Road or South Gate Road.

Group Camps

site

nightly

use fee campers vehicles

Stagecoach $65 20 7

Boundary $65 20 7

Buckeye $100 30 10

Wildcat $100 30 10

Barbecue Terrace $165 50 17

capacity

Park Fees per Car
Mitchell Canyon Entrance* $6.00

Macedo Ranch Entrance* $6.00

North and South Gate Entrances* $10.00

150th  Commemorative Annual Pass $150.00

California Park Experience Annual Pass $75.00

* minus $1 for seniors 62+



• All Features of the Park Are Protected! Do not remove  
 or disturb plants, animals, or geological features.
• Park Hours: Opens at 8 a.m. and closes at sunset.   
 Visitors should be in their vehicles heading out at sunset  
 to avoid being locked in.
• No Alcohol: All alcoholic beverages are prohibited in   
 the park.
• Vehicles/Bicycles Speed Limit: 15 to 25 mph on park  
 roads, 15 mph in campgrounds and picnic areas. All   
 vehicles must stay on the pavement and are prohibited  
 on trails and fire roads.
• Bicycles are allowed only on paved roads, fire roads and  
 designated trails. Check at the Ranger Station for current  
 regulations.

Park Rules
You are responsible for obeying these and other Park rules

• Skateboards, rollerblades, rollerskates, and     
 gravity-propelled devices are prohibited.
• Dogs: Must be on leash at all times when out of your car;   
 must be in tent or a vehicle at night; and must stay in    
 developed areas—they are not allowed on trails or fire roads.
• Fires: Restrictions in effect during season. Check with a   
 Ranger. Fires must be in fire stoves or barbecues provided—   
 no ground fires.
• Emergencies: Dial 911.
• Fireworks are prohibited.
• Firearms/airguns are prohibited.
• Hunting is prohibited.

fire danger chart

Fire Danger 
Reading

Wood fire permitted in 
stoves and BBQ pits
(designated picnic

and campsites)

Use of
Compressed 

Logs

Use of
Charcoal

Use of
Self-

contained
Stove
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Smoking 1

Park
Closed 2

LOW
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HIGH
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VERY HIGH/EXTREME

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO

NO
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1 the prohibition of smoking under high fire danger includes smoking within a vehicle.
2 park closure applies to all hikers, vehicles, bicyclists (mountain and road), and horseback riders.
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MDIA Product Order and Membership Form
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Clip and mail to MDIA, PO Box 346, Walnut Creek, CA 94597-0346. Checks only, made payable to MDIA.

•  Maps and Hiking Information each qty total

Trail Map of Mount Diablo State Park   (7th  Ed.) 7.50

Hiking Brochures: Easy, Moderate, Demanding (set of 3) 2.00

•  Interpretive Publications

Mount Diablo, The Extraordinary Life and Landscapes
of a California Treasure 60.00

The Mount Diablo Guide (3rd Ed.) 17.00

Mountain Lore—History & Place Names
of Mount Diablo 7.50

Trees and Shrubs of Mount Diablo 7.50

Common Birds of Mount Diablo 7.50

Mt. Diablo Wildflowers 7.50

Geology Brochure and Map 2.50

•  Nature Guides (Laminated/Folded)

Local Birds of the San Francisco Bay Area 9.75

Local Rocks of North America 9.75

Local Butterflies of the San Francisco Bay Area 9.75

Local Animal Tracks of North America 9.75

•  Products with Mount Diablo State Park Logo

T-shirts:  Sky Blue or Stonewashed Green;  S,  M,  L,  XL
(circle size and color)

16.00

Mount Diablo Patch 4.00

Mount Diablo Lapel/Hat Pin 3.50

subtotal $

10% Discount for MDIA, California State Parks Foundation members, 
and Park Staff

total amount  (includes sales tax, shipping & handling) $

Thank you for your mail order! 
Profits from sales support the educational programs of MDIA.

www.mdia.org/site/mdia-event-calendar

if you would like to support mdia, please consider joining

Mount Diablo Interpretive Association
Membership Application

Membership dues are deductible to the full extent 
allowed by law. New memberships include a free 
Mount Diablo trail map and three hike brochures.

membership category 
(circle one)

Student/Senior (55+) $15

Individual $25

Family $40

Contributing $100

Lifetime $500

Name:

Address:

City:

State/Zip:

Telephone: (          )
Email:

mdia.org/site/online-store/memberships

To submit articles or photographs for the next issue of 
the Mount Diablo Review, email info@mdia.org or leave 
a message at 925.927.7222. Submission deadline for the 
Spring/Summer issue is January 15.

Article or Photograph Submission

• Maintain fires at all times in a safe condition that
 does not threaten any person or natural or   
 structural feature.

• Never leave a fire unattended.

• Extinguish all fires prior to departure.

• Ground fires are not permitted.

• Firewood gathering is prohibited.

• Report all wildfires immediately. Call 911.

Fire Danger: How Will It Affect You? 

Summit Museum 
is open

7 days a week

10 a.m. to 4 p.m.

925.837.6119

Donation $

Check out all the hikes and 
other events happening in 
Mount Diablo State Park.

Event Calendar

Join MDIA now.
It’s easy.
Use your smartphone.

Feral Pigs in the Park (continued from page 3)

some experiences that would rattle most of us, but he’s 
learned to simply clap when he spots pigs or thinks 
they may be close. Near Curry Point, he once came 
upon a large herd at dusk. “They sensed danger,” he 
says, “and I heard a clack-clack-clack sound.” The pigs 
were sharpening their tusks for defense, getting ready 
for a fight. “But I clapped my hands and you could see 
them relax,” he says. “They just moved off.”

The easiest time to spot pig damage is when the soil 
is still soft from the seasonal rains, which would 
ordinarily begin in November, and the pigs are rooting 
actively for grubs, bulbs, and tubers. Damage during 
drier months is more difficult to distinguish, and by 
fall—especially in a dry year such as this—pigs may 
include the lower-lying suburbs around Mount Diablo 
in their range, as they did last year, seeking oak trees 
and the buffet-table cornucopia of well-watered lawns.

Eradicating feral pigs isn’t likely. Recent programs 
in several states have used extreme methods in 
the attempt: expensive fencing, hunting with dogs 

and helicopters, and so-called “Judas hogs”—
radio-collared pigs that then lead hunters to the 
herd. But pigs are smart, cunning, and enormously 
fertile: a breeding female can produce two litters of 
six per year. That’s a lot of pork, but with 20,000 
acres of park to roam, the pigs can easily disappear 
into remote canyons and rugged backcountry, 
leaving their significant damage behind.

feral pig wallow • james m. hale



Almost 400 trail signposts 
identify over 155 miles of 
hiking trails and fire roads 
in Mount Diablo State Park’s 
nearly 20,000 acres.

The trail signs in the park 
follow the California State Parks 
uniform format. The name of 
the trail you are on is specified 
in relatively small horizontal 
type near the top of the sign.

The name that appears 
vertically in large type (usually 
another trail but sometimes a 
destination or park boundary) 
shows the termination of that 
particular trail; the word “TO”, 
in small letters, is important. 
The mileage to that end point is 
specified at the bottom.

Understanding Trail Signs

Mount Diablo Review © 2014 by MDIA all rights reserved

Supervising Ranger ..................925.855.1730

Junction Ranger .......................925.837.6129

Mitchell Canyon Ranger ...........925.672.4266

Summit Museum ......................925.837.6119

South Gate Entrance Station ...925.837.0904

Maintenance .............................925.837.6122

Sector Office ............................925.673.2891

General Information .................925.837.2525

TTY Relay Service .....................711

Mount Diablo State Park Phone Numbers

Mount Diablo State Park
96 Mitchell Canyon Road
Clayton, CA 94517-1500
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Autumn on the Mountain (continued from page 1)

School on the south side to the Summit of Mount 
Diablo. The annual fundraising event benefits Save 
Mount Diablo. Riders who finish the climb under one 
hour are awarded a special commemorative T-shirt. 
The male record is held by Nate English (43:33.3 in 
2008), and the female record is held by Flavia Olivera 
(48:13.7 in 2012). On the morning of the event, the 
park is open only to registered participants. The park 
reopens to the general public at or near noon. To 
register for the event, go to savemountdiablo.org. 

snow on mount diablo • carl nielson

•  Pearl Harbor Day and the Beacon Lighting
The Beacon Lighting on Pearl 
Harbor Day, December 7, is a 
long-time park tradition. Also 
known as the “Eye of Diablo,” 
the beacon is located on the 
Summit Building and is turned 
on at sunset and remains on all 
night, the only night of the year 
that the beacon is illuminated. A 
short memorial service usually 
takes place at the Summit prior     
to the lighting. The beacon was 

refurbished in 2013 largely through the efforts of Save 
Mount Diablo, volunteers, and donors.

summit beacon
• clayton worsdell

•   Followed by Winter . . .
As the long, colorful days of autumn turn into winter, 
Mount Diablo is looking to quench its thirst following 
an extended drought. Much needed rain is required 
to replenish the springs and aquifer of Mount Diablo. 
This, in turn, helps to fill the park’s water storage 
units. Considerable rain allows the waterfalls of 
Donner Canyon to run. Colder storms bring snow to 
the upper elevations of the park. The waterfalls and 
snow are popular winter attractions within the park. 
Winter rains also bring hope of an outstanding spring 
flora display.


