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Some serious tailgating was taking place on TX Hwy 18 from 

the I -20 Monahanôs turnoff near Odessa, Texas, as the 2010 

Master Naturalist class was heading out on a chilly May  

morning.  Schuyler Wight had graciously opened the access to 

his ranch for the day to the Sibley Nature Center of Midland, 

TX. The thrill of being able to visit land not accessible to the 

public was palpable as we piled up at the entrance, eager to 

visit a rarity: a natural spring in the middle of a desert.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Wandering about as we waited, we spotted kangaroo rat mounds by the gate.   Blossoms 

of Syrian rue looked like fallen stars and felt waxy, almost artificial. Creosote bushes 

sported pale buds, blossoms, and seed puffs resembling crafterôs pompoms.  

 

 

The signs put 

us all in a good 

mood!  

 

 

 

We gathered 

our drawstring 

hoods tightly 

about our faces 

in the frosty air 

to further cover heads already layered with hats, and 

rummaged in car trunks for extra jackets, not wanting 

the biting cold to keep us from missing this adventure.  

I looked like a contract laborer in Sandraôs old painting 

sweatshirt, but by golly I was a little warmer!  

 



At one time, there were 42 natural springs in 

Pecos County.  Only two remain: one is on this 

ranch.  Early travelers had crossed from spring 

to spring as there were no windmills in that day 

and the Pecos River was too salty to drink.  In 

the late 1800ôs, O. W. Williams grew corn, 

wheat and peaches here.  Grasses grew  

abundantly and cottonwood trees lined the  

canals.  Irrigation was pumped from the springs  

until 1950.   

 

Schuyler Wight gives an oral history of his land.  

 

Then the oil boom and turbine pump combined to drop the water level to a mere 10% of 

what it had been, and salt levels built up in the soil. It was then that all the springs dried 

up but one: the Diamond Y Spring in Pecos, which has since been placed under the  

protection of the Nature Conservancy.  

 

Santa Rosa Spring dried up in 1955 and did not 

come back to life until the 1970ôs, when water 

conservation improvement district efforts 

caused the water table to rise. In the 1990ôs a 

few little pools appeared, and the spring  

gloriously began flowing with a trickle of water.  

 

In 1999 ñArsenalò was approved to rid the area 

of salt cedar.  Ironically, the shrub brought in to 

help control erosion of river banks proved to be 

a monster, a single plant capable of slurping up 

a staggering 200 gallons of water a day!  

 
The NRCS sprayed the invaders and soon the spring was flowing at 800 -1200 gallons a 

minute, less than originally but flowing nonetheless.  An EPA grant enabled an old salt  

water well on the property to be plugged, and since, the spring in this caliche caprock has 

been restored to life, an oasis in the desert, sustaining life in every form, tucked safely 

away under the ownerôs protection.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dead skeletons of salt cedar remain scattered across the landscape from the eradication 

efforts, but are useful to redwing blackbirds scanning their territory.  

 



At left:  

Salt heliotrope with its perfectly descriptive name  

(prefix helio = spiral or coil).  

 

 

Center:  

An unidentified ground  

hugging plant was later found 

to be Cressa truxillensis   

captured in several stages of 

growth! Its common name is 

spreading alkaliweed, and 

maps show Texas as its  

easternmost habitat.  

 

 

 

 

 

Below:   

Cebadilla, or showy chloris 

grass, with its soft fringe.  

 

 

Directly at right:  

Salt grass spikes, like  

miniature bottle rockets, grew on 

the ground that gently  

descended to the edge of the 

spring.  

 

 

 

 
Bottom left:  

Giant sacaton grass.  

 

 

Bottom right:  

Purple thistle, based on the presence of extreme prickliness.   


