STEPPING OUT: SIDE TRIPS

Eckert James River Bat Cave Preserve
Mason, TX

May 2009
Photo-essay by Charlotte Burke

This little known worthy site is a quick drive from thiano, and a visit worth investigating for
wildlife and conservation aficionados, enough so thatlff0 miles is distance well covered.

The cave is under the auspices of the Nature Consar{&aving the Last Great Places on
Earth!”). It is located on what was once privatectdand, and also serves as a scientific study
site. | was anxious to see the bats; they had been dyingysferiously back east and | didn’t
want the Texas bat caves to be deemed off limitsa@tiblic before we could visit.

Mason, Texas is an enchanting tiny town pulling visitots its Hill Country beauty with
curving roads and hilly terrain. My sons and | were meetaxh other there for a first visit.
We’d been through rains from Odessa torrential enough t@ esu® pull over and check
weather conditions to see if scrapping the trip wasimmant, but somehow the clouds cleared
serendipitously as we finished up the highway leading owmnt

The town square is anchored by a massive courthouse and exfidansn. Charmer shops peer
out upon the center, packed with antiquities and handnveelets. But we were pressed to get
to the cave before dark and drove on through, catching glinffgsedime to time of small

signs leading the way to the site. Exiting the soutiside of the square on Highway 87 South,
the preserve is a 16 mile drive away. We followed H#yabout a mile, swaying through
Mason to its far side, and turned right on FM 1723. Aloditmiles later, we took another
right on FM 2389. Cattle lined the roads and stood stubbdrete as well, indignant at

having to move aside for us to pass. Watching one, | finatlerstood how they could eat
prickly pear, as one cow demonstrated plucking and munchingethgrowth. A hawk flew
overhead, observing our progress down the hard packed roaaviiieMexican coneflowers.
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# At left: At one point, we had to transverse the
beginning of a deep arroyo, heavily pitted with
| ‘tinijitis’. My toenails are visible at the bottom
rim of the photograph for size perspective.

These tiny water holes occur naturally in rock =
and are an important water source for many g
animals, and paw prints were visible in the m:
nearby &t right).

The road is visible at the far left in the photo
(at left). We pulled over and disembarked,
= interested in exploring the arroyo further.
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(Left:) Sotol intermingling with tiny ferns
revealed the diversity of plant life in the arroyo.
A fine web of decayed plant matter seemed to
fasten it all together.

The daunting maroon spines of a claret cup
cactus were no more impressive than the
miniature growth of mosses nearlglt).

§ A broader expanse of mossy like growth
: reminiscent of a pint-sized forest of spruce trees
2 clung vigorously to a part of the rock wékft).

<

The fetching shade of purple in this large
crabgrass caught my eye; the sturdy flat
configuration of plant growth seemingly
capable of smothering any growth under it.

e

A large clump ofNolina texana(also known as
Sacahuiste, Texas Sacahuista, Bunch Grass or
beargrass and a member of the lily family) had

' anchored itself to the side of the ravitest).
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We investigated a bit further down the arroyo

and discovered large pools of green water caught
at several different levels. If it had not been for
dusk quickly approaching and a date with the
bats, we would have loved to have hiked this
ravine further.

A view of the opposite side of the arroyo,
with water seeping from many layers of the
embankmen(right) .

(Left): The cavities were randomly located.

(Right): A closer look revealed tiny stalactites
(but no stalagmites) that had formed in the
cavities.

A detailed view of the rock comprising one of
the ravine’s ledges shows the varying shades of
grey, brown, and black.
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A tiny yellow flower was one of the few we came as.0Another hawk soared high overhead..

It was almost time to rendezvous with the bat caveqmerel and we had 8.3 miles to cover on
the James River Road. We soon arrived at an astonistirgdyg expanse of the river and had
to ford it at this point. The brochure warned of slickneslvising cars to drive ‘slowwwwwly’.
The boys jumped out of the car and investigated its deptvalding into the water, and
laughing, waved me forward. We crept cautiously through therdi@a about 75 feet before
climbing the embankment on the far side. At the jumgtarflurry of wings was focused on the
bank of mud; swallows were energetically obtaining beak®f wet earth for their nests.

Another half mile later, the road turned sharply lafid to the right stood the gated entrance to
the preserve. The gate was unlocked and we proceeded ak tupaar on a high hill in
clumps of grass dotting the earthen lot. It was just emdmlater that our guide drove up and
introduced herself. She struck off down a trail withttimee of us trailing behind. Dense
growth higher than our heads lined both sides. We wounad do@ down as she cautioned
about the ants. Twilight was slipping in. In a fewnates we arrived at a small cove over
which trees gracefully draped several wooden benches atte of a small canyon.

The cavern gave off a musty, damp, pungent
smell but it was not too unpleasant.

Persimmon, live oak, and a perennial
snapdragon vine calleMauryanda
antirrhinifolia grew near the benches.
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Our guide, Vicki, was extremely knowledgeable about bhadsaked at length about them.

Once fearful of them, she had since become a convertegaled us with a tale of her rabies
vaccinations and details about the cave itself. Phatiosvishow the 3 tiny rows of benches,
and how closely they are positioned above the openingafaie. The edge was at our toes.

As evening deepened, my son nudged me. “They are circling theidave.” | peered

intently and was finally able to spy some movemenbrfel'scout’ streaked out of the
entrance to test for weather and predators. Sometimaescout does not return. Owls wait in
the trees at the perimeter of the area; even skunaks sp, and snakes recognizable to the
presenter come frequently to hang over the stony edgate snsuspecting fliers. She pointed
to the end of the bench upon which | was seated. “Thatésevthe snake usually positions
itself,” she noted as | squirmed. The bats will noerga if lightning is present but will fly in
rain. She explained that each bat will circle therior of the area three times before heading
for the open sky.

Minutes later another scout flew skyward. Soon theas avsensation of movement, of gentle
wind, soft colors. The bats had begun to leave enen&l$és had been asked for quiet from the
start to avoid frightening the bats, but it was not nescgs¥Ve fell silent as we gazed in awe at
the sight of thousands upon thousands of bats swirlingyantex at our feet. The counter
clockwise movements were so rapid it was impossibledod on a single one, only encompass
the entirety with its elements within. The pale browhthe bats, the current of air they spun
with tissue thin wings created an aura of velvety deliczde indescribable to the reader. We sat
transfixed, without speech, wrapped in the wonder of Natwvays, for an hour.
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As if to support what our guide had told us, a bat landed osom’g shirt. In about as long as it
took him to say “Whoa!”, the bat was gone. He lategled that he was proud of not having
screamed like a girl when it happened! | was surprisgddbield bump into things, but it does
happen, and later one brushed my upper arm. The guide toalsofitnet and positioned it
almost in front of me, snagging a bat in moments.dsée it out carefully with a heavily
gloved hand and let us examine the little mammal, alifizBes of her, compliant and alert.
Released, the bat would pick up right where she hadffaft ber spiral upward..

The bats rose higher and higher into the sky, becomingsalimvisible in the distant clouds.
After years of mystery, scientists discovered the ba¢ intersecting a superhighway of moths
flying north from Mexico, fat and full of eggs which witovide the mother bats ample protein
for their babies. Soon the numbers dwindled. We lingeneddout half an hour when another
group emerged, smaller but just as active. Once th@golbMexican free-tails rising into the
sky has departed, a second set of myotis bats willfigké but remain in the area to catch the
insects near the ground or around town, a different spaibtggether with a different task.

As we reluctantly trod
back up the winding
trail in the dark, we
knew we had been
gently christened with
the touch of Mother
Nature’s hand.

Cattle stood like
ghostly guardians on
the road back out, their
eyes glistening in the
car’s headlights, as
strange and alien as
the bats, but just as
marvelous. We turned
for home..
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What follows is an excerpt from the Nature Conservancy webstabout the eight acre pre-
serve:

The Eckert James River Bat Cave Preserve is one of thetlbafasurseries in

the country. About 4 million female bats inhabit the site from May through
September. Most of these are pregnant when they arrive. In the Batf€aales
give birth to a single pup in June or July. The young bats grow rapidly and are
able to fly at about five weeks of age. However, they will remigimtheir

mothers until they return to Mexico in October.

About an hour or two before sunset, hundreds of bats flutter and chirp around the
mouth of the cave. Slowly, a stream of bats emerges and flieargeecircle, low

to the ground, just outside the cave entrance. These bats gradually spualdsp

and form a dark funnel of flying mammals, reaching several hundred feéténto
evening sky. The bats at the top of the spiral break off, forming cothains

stream out over the countryside. This seemingly impossible tofrbats forms

a densely packed "bat tornado" for about an hour.

Richard Phillip Eckert and Virginia Eckert Garrett donated the cavEhe

Nature Conservancy in honor of their father, Lee Eckert, and grandfather,

W. Phillip Eckert. The Eckert family acquired the property in 196&nwv

W. Phillip purchased the ranch on which the cave was located. In the early
1900s, W. Phillip mined the bat guano in the cave and sold it to local fafarers
crop fertilizer. W. Phillip's son, Lee Eckert, continued hibdds legacy of bat
conservation and guano mining and left the site to his wife and children when he
passed away in 1967.

This generation of Eckerts wanted to ensure permanent protection of the bats

so in 1990 they donated the cave to the Conservancy on condition that the land
around the cave remain open to the public for enjoyment and education, as it had
been for more than 100 years.

http://www.nature.org/wherewework/northamerica/states/texas/preser
art6022.html

It is important to check the weather before heading othd the summer to see

the bats in Mason, to avoid the potential disappointmetiteobats not emerging,
or to find the river impassable with high water.
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