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Grasshoppers were plentiful this fall. A tentative            
identification of this species is the  Russian thistle         
grasshopper  Aeoloplides turnbulli bruneri . It was found in 
creosote-bush/tarbrush flats by 3rd grade students from 
Fort Stockton’s  Alamo Elementary, led by Pam Maloney.  



La Reina 
by Hugh P. Burke 

 
I imagine her, now, as a steward of mystery, 
The beholder of inhuman wind and silence. 
What vistas revealed to her once-living eyes 

That flicker, and obscure from my own? 
 

Would not the Dog and the Burro sleep, 
When her delicate slumber was shattered? 
Not by sound, but by iridescent spheres, 

That trickled across the mute horizon of dusk. 
 

What desert pageantry exposed for her alone? 
The Red-Tail’s quarry or the Mule Deer’s dance. 

Beneath bald mountains, she the only witness 
To the undisclosed tragedy of El Desierto Chihuahua. 

 
Did ever the illusory Lion meet her gaze 

As she drifted between strands of Ocotillo? 
What acquaintance had she made to a sky ignited, 

That she would but glance, where I become captive? 
 

Would distant Pronghorns have staggered and hopped 
And the cry of a Cactus Wren mingled with her own, 
When startled awake on an early morning roadside 

The Tarantula was tossed from her cheek? 
 

I imagine her, now, as more awake than myself, 
Though her body retires at the feet of Los Chisos. 

For her spirit must now be alive in a presence 
That can only be heard in silence, her shroud. 

 
 

Notes: 
Judy Magers died almost two years ago on January 26, 2007 outside of Sierra Blanca, TX at 
the age of 65. She traveled throughout the greater Big Bend area since the early 1980’s on a 
succession of burros, carrying her belongings and sleeping outdoors. She was a recluse     
according to the people who knew her, speaking very little and traveling without human 
companionship. I saw her on a few occasions after my Grandparents moved to Marfa. My 
Grandpa spoke to her once on the way into the Marfa Post Office, and he told me that she 
was strikingly intelligent in her speech and he noted her stunning blue-green eyes. I have 
always been fascinated by her choice to lead a semi-nomadic lifestyle in a terrain which, for 
me, holds so much natural magic and mystery. 



 
News from the South Plains Chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists: 

We all know that we are all interconnected on our planet earth but did 
you know that the southern high plains is an important link between the    
northern most part of our continent to the southern part. On a recent field trip, 
the South Plains Chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists discovered how playa 
lakes hold the key to our sustainability of water and wildlife for our area as 
well as providing important resources migratory birds.  

Dr. David Haukos, Regional Migratory Bird Biologist of the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service guided us to a much clearer understanding of playas on 
the southern plains.  The naturalists were able to walk into a dry playa on the 
Texas Tech University Native Rangeland  where we saw Randall Clay that   
provides the unique characteristics to promote regeneration of the south plains 
portion of the Ogallala Aquifer as well a providing unique plant and animal 
life.  It is the wet and dry cycles that are critical to the ecology of the playas.  
We learned how playas can be damaged and how important it is to restore when 
possible and to protect existing working playas.  Every resident of the South 
Plains needs to have an understanding of the importance of playas. 

At the Muleshoe National Wildlife Refuge, we were introduced to a    
different type of lake-the salt lakes.  Historically, this is where the sandhill 
cranes have come to roost as they migrate south.  Spring fed areas provide the 
fresh water for drinking.   We saw and heard about 200 on Paul’s lake in the 
refuge.  Bill Johnson, a water fowl specialist with the Texas Department of 
Parks and Wildlife was able to give us hands on training in identifying about 7 
species of water fowl including the Pin-tail.  In addition, we learned how to 
identify young and adult birds, male and female birds.   

To  hear Dr. Haukos talk, go to www.hppr.org/playa.html and click on 
the program for October 20, 2008 called the Plight of Pintails Linked to Playas.  
You can also go to the Playa Lake Joint Venture web site:  www.pljv.org for 
more information.    

Our chapter has two field trips planned for this spring, one to Caprock 
Canyon State Park and one to the Matador Wildlife and Range Management 
Area.  If you are interested in joining us, please call, Jackie Driskill at 
806.795.2383 or e-mail jmddriskill@sbcglobal.net     

 
       Jackie Driskill 



Dr. David Haukos’  book, “Common Flora of the Playa Lakes” is an excellent 
review of the unique floral species of this special habitat of the Llano Estacado. 
His blurb on the Texas Tech website reads; 

.Research interests: Although an employee of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife    
Service, I am based at the Range, Wildlife, and Fisheries Management           
department at Texas Tech. Mine is a multidisciplinary  position focusing on   
duties related to Migratory Bird Management in Region 2 of the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and Pacific and Central Flyways.  I work on developing    
projects and partnerships for the Playa Lakes Joint Venture of the North  
American Waterfowl Management Plan and conduct special projects for the 
Migratory Bird Program throughout the Region. My research focuses on       
migratory bird population dynamics and wetlands ecology. 

Service: I coordinate educational and interpretive activities at the Native   
Habitat Area on the campus. I have served as Associate Editor for the Wildlife 
Society Bulletin (2001-2005), Auk 2003-2006, and Wetlands 2005-2008. 

This month’s featured naturalist; Dr. David Haukos 
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(Editor’s note; This is not an advertisement, but to let folks know about a    
business worth supporting. They deliver over most of the area featured in this             
e-newsletter)  



Steve Nelle, Range Scientist, USDA-NRCS, San Angelo, photographed an     
unusual willow species growing in the Kermit Sanddunes. It is believed to be a 
form of Salix exigua, or Coyote Willow, with much more hair on the underside 
of the leaves than is  normally found. Further west, in the Guadalupe  
Mountains is a species known as Silver Willow S. argophylla, with even more 
hair (and on both sides.)  
 
Since the species concept is a framework for human understanding, further 
study would be needed to determine the plant’s ancestral antecedents.   
 
Steve Nelle is one of the region’s most active biologists, familiar to everyone 
that has attended workshops in the region on range management, wildlife man-
agement, and riparian management.  

A new discovery in the sanddunes 



On a November 21st field trip to Tahoka Lake, middle school students led 
by Don Hilger of the Tahoka ISD, along with staff from the Lubbock 
Lake Landmark, discovered this yet to be identified caterpillar. Mrs. 
Clyde May, the owner of the west side of the lake, allows students and  
researchers access to this large salina (salt lake.) The property features 
three springs and at least one seep, hackberry groves, rock outcrops, and 
many historical features, including ruins of sheep pens erected by        
Hispanic pastores  in the 1870’s and ruins constructed by early settlers.  
 
Does anyone know what butterfly or moth produces this caterpillar? 
 
Don Hilger is one of the growing numbers of public school teachers in the 
region that takes their students outside to investigate the ecology of the 
landscape not far from their hometown. 

Mystery caterpillar at Tahoka Lake 



Mesilla Valley Bosque State Park 
Grand Opening Ceremony 

December 13 
 
7 AM Early Bird Pancake Breakfast 
9AM Opening Ceremony 
40 Minute Tours from 10:20 to 11:00 AM 
Special Exhibits by: 
New Mexico State Parks, New Mexico Department of Game and Fish, 
US Fish &Wildlife, & the New Mexico Department of Cultural Affairs. 
Booths by the following organizations: 
Southwest Environmental Center,  
World Wildlife Fund,  
Mesilla Valley Audubon Society, 
Friends Group of the Mesilla Valley Bosque State Park,  
New Mexico Native Plant Society,  
NMSU Wildlife Club,  
Mesilla Valley Garden Club,  
NM Department of Health,  
Dona Ana County Associated Sportsmen,  
Asombro Institute for Science and Education,  
Chihuahuan Desert Education Coalition,  
Hawk Watch International,  
Chihuahuan Desert Wildlife Rescue,  
Hawks Aloft,  
& New Mexico State University. 

 
7 am - 12 pm 
• Pancake Breakfast • Bird Tours • 
• Kid Programs • Tigua Indian Dancers • 
• Mariachi Music • Ribbon cutting / 
Conquistadores of the Las Cruces Chamber 
of Commerce & So Much More To Celebrate! 
 



Franklin Mountains State Park to become larger  

 

The largest urban wilderness park in the continental United States — Franklin 
Mountains State Park  in El Paso — is destined to grow even bigger as a result of 
action taken Thursday by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission.  

Commissioners directed the executive director to take steps necessary for the 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department to acquire roughly 1,670 acres in two separate 
tracts from the El Paso Water Utilities Public Service Board to add to the 24,247-
acre state park. The 80th Texas Legislature required TPWD to acquire the addi-
tional park land and allocated $162,000 for that purpose.  

The larger piece of new real estate, a 1,470-acre tract adjacent to the Castner 
Range, would expand the Franklin Mountains State Park boundary at the northeast-
ern corner of the park. The smaller 200-acre tract on the western side of the Frank-
lins would provide the state park some protection against pending development in 
the southwestern corner of the park.  

"At the end of the day, the property acquisition will give us a buffer between previ-
ous state park boundaries and pending development areas," says John Moses, di-
rector of El Paso’s state park complex that includes Franklin Mountains State Park. 
"The buffer zone on the east side of the mountain will be where we’ll put trailheads 
that will connect new communities in northeast El Paso with the park."  

Franklin Mountains State Park is the United State’s largest urban park, being en-
tirely located within the city limits of El Paso. The state park offers rock climbing, 
mountain biking, rock climbing, primitive overnight camping, picnicking and guided 
tours. 

When out hiking, you never know what 
you will find! Rick Day and Richard Galle 
found this phytosaur at Lake Mackenzie 
State Park near Tulia. With the park’s 
pemission, Day and his eighth grade       
students in Andrews put it back together, 
and manufactured what was missing. It 
now is on exhibit at the Sibley Nature 
Center. 



New species of Meadowlark? 
 

A genetic study published in the Auk last month (Assessment of Species 
Limits among Yellow-breasted Meadowlarks (Sturnella spp.) Using 
Mitochondrialal and Sex-linked Markers, F. Keith Barker et al.) argues 
that Lilian's Meadowlark (Sturnella lilianae) should receive full 
species status based on genetic distance from other populations 
currently included within Sturnella magna, Eastern Meadowlark. The 
populations in eastern North America, Cuba, and Central and South 
America appear to form a clade to which Lilian's Meadowlark is sister. 
 
"The large divergence among these groups, and the relative lack of 
differentiation within them, indicates a long history of isolation, 
consistent with species status under a lineage concept (Wiley 1978, de 
Quieroz 1998). Taxonomically, the groups correspond to the Western 
Meadowlark (S. neglecta), Eastern Meadowlark (S. magna without 
lilianae and auropectoralis), and Lilian's Meadowlark (S. [magna] 
lilianae and S. [m.] auropectoralis)." (Full text of the paper is 
here: http://www.tc.umn.edu/~barke042/pdfs/Barker.et.al08-2.pdf) 
 
This is not a new idea, of course, but if the new genetic data 
persuade the AOU to accept the split, we will have three meadowlark 
species in Texas. Lilian's Meadowlark is resident in the Trans-Pecos 
region.  

CALL FOR PAPERS, LESSER PRAIRIE CHICKEN 
This is the first call for presentations for the LPC Interstate Working Group Meeting 
DAY 2 (Research and Management Reports and Updates).  The meeting will be 
held in Lubbock on Feb 12, 2009 at the Ranching Heritage Center.  For your addi-
tional information, the LPC Core Working Group will be meeting on Feb 11 at the 
same location.    Abstracts are due by EOB Dec 15, 2008 .  Please use JWM style 
for your abstract.  There will be no published proceedings from this meeting. 
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FIGHT OF THE CENTURY 
 

 You should not have retired, Howard Cosell, now this fight is 
mine to announce. 
 My nephew Jimmy Zachry and Donandi (that’s Don and I since 
he retired) were the only spectators present.  We happened upon this 
fight at 3 P.M., November 12.  There was a big coyote in the middle 
of a flock of Turkey hens and he came away the loser.  (Maybe he 
hasn’t seen his 150 species this year and therefore is not eligible for a 
Turkey Dinner).  I thought it would end up like a fox among chickens 
with the predator killing and injuring his prey at will, but I was 
wrong.  The Turkeys’ defense tactics were to stay together and fight.  
They used wings, feet, and beaks, which proved to be the winning 
combination.   
 The fight was held in Midkiff Bog Coliseum right on the main 
stream of Monahans Draw.  The floor of the ring was padded with a 
green carpet of grasses and weeds.  In one corner Mr. Coyote was 
wearing a rather plain grayish-brown fur that fit like a skin.  In the 
other corner the Tommie Turkeys were wearing splendid iridescent 
outfits made of feathers.  We missed the opening bell of round one 
and when we arrived the dust was thick and the fighting was furious.  
Fans, this fight is unbelievable!  The coyote is taking a flogging.  
There’s a total of 23 short heavy beaks, 46 wings, 46 feet and 92 
claws ready to be used against him.  The hens also deliver severe 
blows to his ego.  He realizes he is beaten and retreats before he is 
down for the count.  He’s brave, though, he doesn’t whine or howl, 
just saunters off like he’s not hurt at all.  He may writhe in physical 
and mental agony when he is hidden in the salt cedars, but he doesn’t 
let his public see it.  The Turkeys start scratching in the weeds and 
grasses, eating insects, seemingly unperturbed by all the activity. 
 
 With a little advance publicity this fight could have been a   
sell-out. 

  JoAnn Merritt, Midland Naturalists  



 

Prairie Chickens and Charlie Goodnight 
 
 For as far as Charlie Goodnight could see flames danced. The sandy lands between the 
headwater streams of the Brazos River (just east of the Llano Estacado) were burning, the 
woody shinoak and sandsage fueling whirlwinds of fire. The resinous sandsage exploded like 
fireworks, sending sparks skittering into the sky which the howling wind of the blue norther 
carried far in advance of the fire line. New fires started and then were swallowed by the      
advancing fireline less than a mile away. The fire would be upon them in less than five min-
utes. The Texas Mounted Rifles had to find a place of safety quickly. Otherwise, the Coman-
ches (who had probably set the fire) would celebrate, after the fire killed the men chasing 
them. 
 The man on watch had awakened them only ten minutes before. The order to break 
camp and mount up had been immediate, and now all of the men were ready to go. As Charlie 
had gathered his gear, his mind raced – what would offer them a way to escape the flames?  
Charlie strode to where the coals of the campfire glowed red, grabbing little bluestem grass 
stalks and the few sticks left from the evening’s wood gathering as he went. He built up the 
fire and within a minute flames began curling around the biggest of the sticks. He pulled it out 
of the fire and then lit the grass downwind of the camp, running along for fifty feet, setting 
many fires.  
 The new fires quickly grew, and as the flames scuttled downwind, he called to the 
men, “We have to ride behind the fire. We can only be safe where it has already burned!” 
Everyone immediately obeyed, but the horses fought the decision, some rearing, others pulling 
away from the direction their riders wished. The sounds of the panicked horses sent shivers up 
his spine. The embers of the fire would make their mounts tenderfooted, but they would live. 
Within three minutes, the group had forced their horses 150 yards from the campsite. Charlie 
stopped and turned his horse. The fire had reached the campsite and was sputtering where his 
fires had begun, but to the west and east the fire swept around their “island.” One horse pan-
icked and reared, throwing its rider, and then ran into the flames. Its screams were mercifully 
brief. 
 When the fire had passed, Goodnight told the men, “We will be able to find the tracks 
of the Comanches where the bigger fire started, so let’s ride during the rest of the night, or at 
least until we get to unburned land.” He led the way, keeping the horses to a walk, straight 
into the northwest wind. Clouds hid the stars. After thirty minutes they ran into dense fog. 
“The cold front must be pushing west, as well as south. On through the fog, it may be clear, 
and warmer, if we are lucky, and are moving faster than the front is moving west.” Within the 
thirty minutes the skies began to lighten, but the fog remained.  
 “We have ridden five miles, and we still find burned prairie. Maybe the Comanches 
did not start the fire on purpose after all.” Just as Goodnight had mused about the origins of 
the fire, the men reached an area of unburned shinnery and sandsage. “Spread out, men, and 
look along the edge for tracks. Be careful though, for if the Comanches did set the fire, they 
might have left a few men behind to see if we survived.”  Goodnight rode into the shinnery, to 
see how if there was more burned area beyond, and sure enough, after a narrow ridge of bare 
sand, he found more burned prairie.  



  Charlie Goodnight turned his horse around. As he faced the eastern light it   
brightened as much as could be expected in dense fog. He thought about pulling his rifle 
out of its  scabbard and firing three times so that the other men would come, but thought 
better of it (the Comanches would hear.) Before he could do anything else, he noticed 
movement in the shinoak of the unburned area. Charlie froze – what was moving? He 
slowly leaned forward, his hand sliding down to the rifle butt. As his hand touched it, he 
realized that the movement came from a prairie chicken standing up from its nighttime 
roost under the dwarf trees .  
 His horse stepped sideways, shivering as a rivulet of condensed moisture ran 
down its side from where it formed under the saddle. The horse’s movement caused an-
other prairie chicken to stand, and then another, and then another. Charlie looked in every 
direction but the burned land behind. The chickens were everywhere. Hundreds, no,  
thousands – he must have awakened the birds as he rode through before there had been 
enough light for them to see, but now, they knew he was there.  
 He gently poked his horse with the rowel of just one spur, and the horse took a 
step or two forwards. The horse’s ears twitched. Charlie knew the horse knew the    
chickens were there. He urged the horse forward again. As they neared the closest 
chicken, the bird did not panic, but merely walked out of the way of the horse. Goodnight 
tugged on the reins, stopping the horse. The chicken was just below him – if he took his 
boot out of the stirrup, he could probably kick the chicken. Instead, Charlie leaned over, 
sliding down until the other leg was hooked over the pommel. He reached out, trying to 
touch the chicken. It stared at him, unblinking.      
 “When animals are scared, they sometimes become catatonic. Did the fire scare 
these birds? Or, do they not recognize us as a threat because of the fog? Did they come 
here during the fire? Do they roost here at night, knowing that the bare sand will protect 
them from fire?” Charlie loved the puzzles presented to him by the actions of wildlife 
(and his strong sense of curiosity was why he was such a good scout.) His fingers touched 
the bird. Its only reaction was to close its eye. Goodnight straightened up, slowly, and 
after returning to an upright position, he scratched his chin as he stared at the chicken. 
After a minute, he grinned, and dismounted. The chicken did not move until his legs were 
within a foot of the bird. But then, it only moved a few feet. Charlie chuckled and began 
walking around. Every chicken that he approached only moved a few feet. Charlie began     
chuckling and shaking his head in amazement. “I feel like Moses parting the Red Sea!” 
 
      
This story was created from one brief mention of the event in J. Evetts Haley’s biography 
of Charles Goodnight  
 
      Burr Williams 
      Sibley Nature Center  
 
 
     
 



The Sibley Nature Center is planning a field trip to view booming 
lesser prairie chickens April 11th, 2009. The group will meet on the 
10th and spend the night in a Denver City motel and go to the site in 
vans. The cost is $200. If you are interested in joining in, please email 
Burr Williams at bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org  



Imperial Sanddunes, late November  
   Photos — Burr Williams 



Lichen, near Rankin, on mesquite 
Photo– Debi Cates 

Caterpillar on  
False-Groundcherry 
Chamaesaracha sp. 
Photo 
Donna Chafin 



May it be a wet winter! 
Seasons blessings from the Sibley Nature Center 
www.sibleynaturecenter.org 
 
(previous issues of El Despoblado can be found in the       
newsletter section of the website) 


