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El Despoblado was the term used by Spanish settlers in the 1600 and 1700’s for 
the region. It means the empty quarter, or the unsettled lands. This was in     
recognition that the Apaches and then the Comanches owned the area.  

S. monahanensis                                           unknown species sanddunes 

Unknown species — Alpine                 S. mescaleroensis (east of Roswell) 



Jerusalem Crickets 
 

The Navajo call them wo see ts inii, which I have seen variously translated as 
“old bald-headed man” or “bone-neck beetle,” and some Spanish-speakers call 
them niñas de la tierra, “children of the earth.”  
 
Are the two Jerusalem crickets in the photos on the previous page the same 
species? There is no “field guide” to Jerusalem crickets, although there may 
soon be. Dr. David Weissman of the California Academy Sciences who has a 
day job as an anesthesiologist has been studying the group for the last 25 years. 
When he began, only 14 species had been recorded in the United States. He  
believes there is more than 100 species. 
 
However, in analyzing their drumrolls, Weissman has detected at many distinct 
patterns. Although these different drummers may appear identical, he suspects 
each pattern may represent a separate species; the new ones are still in the  
process of being scientifically described. Like birdsong, the drumming provides 
a way for females to locate males of the appropriate species (and apparently 
vice versa). 
 
Jerusalem Crickets lead solitary subterranean lives. It takes some doing for 
males and females to get together. Other grasshoppers and crickets use      
modified wing and leg structures to produce courtship calls. But those kinds of 
stridulations wouldn’t carry far through soil. Instead, a Jerusalem cricket of   
either sex signals potential mates by slamming its abdomen against the bottom 
of its burrow. 
 
Among animals, populations of creatures with small home ranges and limited 
mobility—and Jerusalem crickets fit that profile—may become isolated from 
each other and follow divergent genetic and adaptive pathways. Drumrolls, 
songs, or other forms of courtship communication then act as reinforcers of the 
new species boundaries, preventing the sharing of genes among formerly close 
relatives. 
 
When Jerusalem crickets pair off, the ensuing courtship is highly strenuous. 
And as in their distant mantid relatives, it often ends with the female dining on 
the male—a last gift of protein to nourish the eggs that he’s hopefully fertilized. 



"The females only answer the drum of her male," Weissman says. "And he'll 
only reply to a drumming pattern similar to his. I actually get these guys in the 
lab and I can tap my finger. If I'm close to his call, he'll answer me."  
 
They are sometimes found dead in waterholes, streams, and ponds. This is     
either the result of a simple drowning or a parasite infection. The horsehair 
worm (Gordius spp. or Paragordius spp.) can inhabit the jerusalem cricket's gut 
and feed. The worm can alter the behavior of the cricket by making it thirsty, 
forcing it to seek water. Once in water, the worm bursts through the insect's   
abdomen and seeks a mate. The cricket dies from the wound.  
 
By day Jerusalem crickets mostly hide deep in their burrows to escape the heat 
and dry conditions. But they are not particularily safe. Metallic green Cricket 
Hunter wasps can find them using sensitive chemo-receptors (smell) and enter 
the burrows after them. Once found, the wasp paralyzes the cricket with a sting. 
With one to several crickets the wasp provisions its own burrow. Later the 
wasp's egg will hatch into a grub that consumes the crickets. The wasp will   
excavate a new burrow and make cricket provisions for each of its young. 
(Some of the above was paraphrased from web resources.) 
 
When contacted about the photos, Dr. Weissman stated, “As for your photos, 
the lighter one is the typical classic dune species Stenopelmatus monahanensis 
originally described from your area. The second, darker photo is not S.       
mescaleroensis, because it is too light colored. But I agree that it also doesn't 
look like the lighter colored species. And it resembles the specimen I have from 
Jones Co between Anson and Hawley. But I don't know what it is. The photo 
from Alpine shows yet another species.” 
 
“The problem is that these species are undoubtedly all closely related, drum the 
same and have the same chromosome numbers. We are planning on doing some 
mtDNA work on them this year but a great help would be for you to send me 
live specimens from any areas that you capture them. Juveniles are always the 
best. Adult males are also good. Adult females are pretty useless since they are 
usually mated and don't drum, plus the males have all the characters. 
 
We hope you might be able to help Dr. Weismann’s research. Dr. 
Weismann  included the following set of instructions on sending 
live specimens  through the mails; 



Directions for keeping live Jerusalem crickets (JCs ) 
1. Always keep them separate. They eat each other. 
2. Dying of dessication is a problem. Please keep t hem in either glass jars 
or thick plastic containers with enough sand or soi l so that they can dig down 
completely. Keep the sand or soil just slightly dam p.  
3. They can climb so keep a lid on the containers. If lid is metal, small 
holes are OK. If plastic, I recommend no holes as t hey can eat out using even 
small holes as starters. JCs live in the dirt and t olerate low oxygen levels well. 
4. Feed them pieces of apple, potato, oatmeal (unco oked), dry dog or cat 
chow. Take out moldy food after a few days. 
5. Any size JC is OK, as I can raise even the smalle st individuals. 
6. Keep the containers out of the sun and at room t emperature. No need to 
put them in the refrigerator but I try to keep them  below 70 F, as this keeps the 
number of mites low. 
 
Directions for shipping live Jerusalem crickets (JC s) 
1. Get a clean 8 ounce plastic margarine tub, yogur t container, or some-
thing similar. 
2. Fill tub almost completely with DRY peat or spha gnum moss. JC should 
be able to crawl around but not get hurt because fi ll is too little. If you don’t 
have moss, then dry paper towels can be crumbled up  instead. Again, put in 
enough towels so that there is little movement when  you shake the container. 
3. Place piece potato, carrot, apple in tub. 
4. Put in JC. One per tub (they eat each other!). 
5. No holes in lid (they will have enough oxygen wi th what is there as they 
live underground). They can use even small holes to  eat out of. 
6. Put collection data either on lid or on piece of  paper in box. Please in-
clude your email address so I can write you when th ey arrive. 
7. Put tub in center of a box surrounded by styrofo am chips. If it is hot, 
use a box at least 12 inches on a side. If cooler, then smaller box is OK.  
8. Take to US Post Office and send to me by 2 day “p riority 
mail” (presently $4.80 for 2 pounds).  Best to get i t to Post Office by 2 PM. 
Check for holidays. Please do not send by “overnight  mail” or UPS or Fed Ex 
as that costs 5 to 10 times as much as priority, un less I ask you to send it that 
way. 
9. I will reimburse for postage. 
10. Send a dozen or so. Size is not important as I ca n raise small ones. 
Please send specimens for the next several years. 
11. Thanks! David Weissman, Ph.D. 
Department of Entomology, California Academy of Sci ences 
15431 Francis Oaks Way 
Los Gatos, CA 95032    
(home) 408 358-3556  (work) 408 455-0530  gryllus1@ juno.com 
  



Mistletoe 

Rick Hammer Hardin-Simmons Botany Professor  

On a recent walk in my neighborhood what really drew my attention to them 
was the numerous and noticeable “shrubs” that were suspended among the  
leafless branches of the pecan trees in my neighborhood. 

 

Most folks probably know that these aerial shrubs are none other than mistletoe 
or Phoradendron sp. (this is probably Phoradendron tomentosum), which is a 
hemiparasite. Hemiparasites like mistletoe live on their host for physical sup-
port but also insert what is essentially a root or haustorium into the stem tissue 
of their host.  Being a hemiparasite, as opposed to a strict parasite, means that 
mistletoes do make at least some of their own food via photosynthesis and ex-
tract water and mineral nutrients from their host.  Most photosynthetic plants 
are green because they contain the green photosynthetic pigment called chloro-
phyll.  The leaves of mistletoe are definitely green in color.  Here’s a closeup 
shot of one of the mistletoes: 



 

In the above image note the green leaves and white fruit.  At this time of winter 
mistletoe can be seen all over town here in Abilene.  From an ecological sense, 
hemiparasites like mistletoe do take a toll on their host since they are reducing 
the host’s water and nutrient availability.   If the mistletoe infestation is heavy 
enough the result could certainly be fatal for the host species.  And aside from 
ecological and biological implications for the host many residents probably 
consider them to be an eyesore that detracts from the “natural” habitat. That  
being said, I was surprised (after doing a little research)  that mistletoe is     
generally considered to be of positive ecological importance. 

Recent research has shown mistletoe to be a keystone species.  A keystone   
species is a species that has a disproportionate effect on its environment relative 
to its abundance (see “Keystone Species” in Wikipedia; or some readable,  
technical references upon request).  Many animals depend on mistletoe for 
food, eating the leaves and young shoots and both help transfer pollen between 
plants and disperse mistletoe’s sticky seeds.  Maybe even more relevant for us 
here in the Rolling Plains is mistletoe’s interactions with juniper shrubs and 
trees that are prevalent just to our south. 



In February, the Tran-Pecos Water Trust and the Environmental     
Defense Fund held a workshop in Presidio to develop a nursery for 
revegetating native riparian habitat along the Rio Grande. 
 
The Trans-Pecos Water Trust is actively removing salt cedar from a 
number of streams leading to the Rio Grande to increase the water 
flow.  
Contact davidcrum@gmail.com for more information. 
David Crum 
Director—Trans Pecos Water Trust 
PO Box 314, 601 N. State Street 
Ft Davis, Texas 79734 
432-426-2244 office/432-488-7390 cell 
www.transpecoswatertrust.org 



 WHAT DOES A NATURALIST 
 SEE IN THE WINTER? 

Prickly pear turned maroon—Photo by Donna Chafin (Lubbock) 
********************************************************** 

My wife and I birded at and around E.V. Spence reservoir Feb. 14 just west of 
Robert Lee in Coke County. The best bird, was an Ash-throated Flycatcher. I 
had the bird in the scope at close range and am as certain as I can be that it was-
n't any other Myiarchus. It was the last thing I ever expected to see today. I as-
sume this is a wintering bird? Any reason to think it would be an early migrant? 
The flycatcher was the company of a flock of Mountain Bluebirds which we 
estimated to be somewhere in the neighborhood of 140 individuals. It was one 
of the biggest Mountain Bluebird flocks I recall seeing. A Sage Thrasher was 
also present in the group.             Jay Packer — San Angelo 



Acourtia nana (Desert Holly) Photo—Debi Cates 
Photographers can find interesting winter vegetation!  



More interesting winter sightings... 
 

Stu Wilson and I had a pair of White-winged Scoters this morning                     
(February 24th) at Red Bluff Reservoir. The birds were seen in the main body 
of the lake. Among hundreds of Eared Grebes, interestingly we did not find a 
single Clark's or Western Grebe in contrast to the 200+ at Lake Balmorhea.  
Stu Wilson and Ed Fair from Austin, TX  
*****************************************************************************************

This afternoon (February 26th) I saw a Peregrine Falcon chasing a very large 
pigeon over the rooftops of the TTU HSC campus in Lubbock. The pigeon was 
much faster than I thought normal and, upon closer inspection, turned out to be 
a Prairie Falcon! I have seen both species at this site before ... but never at the 
same time. The chase terminated with the Peregrine Falcon returning to the 
rooftops and the Prairie Falcon bolting to the northwest; probably to the TTU 
Rangeland. 
Anthony Hewetson; Lubbock  
*************************************************************** 
16 species of blooming plants were found February 15th near Iraan, including 
Javelina bush, with its strange cloying smell that draws “beaucoup” insects. 



And algerita…. 

The sweet smell of algerita is one of the classic signs of early spring in West 
Texas (in its proper habitat.) The red berries make a wonderful jelly. Place a 
sheet on the ground and whack the bush with a stick. The ripe berries will fall, 
and the old leaves that fall can be winnowed by the wind when the sheet is 
flapped up and down. Algerita jelly should be made (at least once) by every 
West Texan!  
 



During a 
teacher          
inservice to 
Castle Gap in           
mid-February, 
Region 18    
education      
service center 
staff and Sibley 
Nature Center 
staff noticed on 
an algerita this 
long tube of silk 
covered with 
small pellets 
that might have 
been insect 
frass. Despite 
tearing apart the 
object, no insect 
was found. A 
google search 
did not help! 
Any ideas? 
 

 
 
At the same location, fluffy cottony 
galls were noted on mariola.  
 



Malcolm McElvaney is continuing his study of the waterholes of the Monahans 
sanddunes. In January, he turned over a black willow log laying near water and 
discovered overwintering waterstriders. The waterstriders seemed to be         
associated with several types of fungi (both a webby white mat and this orange 
pulpy mat). 
 
 So far, the Sibley Nature Center staff has not found any research that discusses 
overwintering behavior, or if waterstriders might be utilizing the fungi, or 
merely hunting small insects associated with the fungi. If anyone knows of a 
waterstrider specialist, please email  (bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org) and 
pass along their contact information. 



 
Malcolm McElvaney 
found a porcupine     
wandering the sandunes. 
As he walked across the 
dunes, he kept his tail 
slightly to one side. 



 Tahoka Lake Project 
 
Mrs. Clyde May owns the west side of Tahoka Lake. She is creating a 501c3 
nonprofit organization that will preserve the location for future education and 
research. Debi Cates and Donna Chafin, members of the 2009 class of the Llano 
Estacado chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists, are photographing at the lake 
throughout 2009, and will soon began a blog from the site.  

 
Tahoka Lake is one of the largest and deepest salinas  (salt lakes) on the Llano 
Estacado and has immense historical and ecological value. 
 
If a group of naturalists (from Amarillo, Lubbock, Abilene, Midland, Wichita 
Falls) — or university biology classes — would like to tour Tahoka Lake, please 
email bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org.  
 
This winter thousands of cranes have spent each night standing in the water. 
There are several springs in the rough “breaks” surrounding the lake.        Hack-
berry, juniper, algerita, seepwillow, alkali sacaton, feather dalea, and     littleleaf 
sumac are among the 300+ species of plants found at the location. We hope to 
help Ms. May develop checklists of the organisms found at the site (hopefully, 
with your help!) Dr. Eileen Johnson has been doing archeological research at the 
site, including an excavation of a pastore (1870’s New Mexican sheepherder) 
campsite and rock corral. She and the staff of the Lubbock Lake Landmark are 
continuing to survey the landscape. Don Hilger of the Tahoka     Middle School 
takes his students twice a year to the location, as well.  

 
SCHEDULE A VISIT NOW!  



 
The laws about county roads and trespassing   

Steve Welborn Quanah Texas 

I'm a rancher and bird watcher. Naturalists sometimes don't think the rules ap-
ply to them.  "Well I was merely trying to photograph the masked duck".  "I'm 
only birding".  "I'm just trying to find it because it's a lifer"  "It'll just be a few 
minutes." 
  If it's private property, stay the hell off of it.  The ranchers and farmers 
probably don't care about people looking at birds from their car.  But they 
change their minds when a few knuckleheads jump the fence to get a better 
look.  People like that ruin it for everybody. 
  The purple signs are a farce.  I don't care what you read or heard.  It was 
merely done by politicians to have something official on the books.  Do you 
know what the farmer is going to say?  "I had the purple signs up, but 
this city slicker must have stolen them".  Or the paint must have faded.  The 
signs or lack of signs are completely irrelevant. 
  You know that county road that parallels my ranch?  I own it, not the 
county.  I own everything to the middle of the road.  I own the bar ditch, the 
signs, and the road.  My neighbor owns the other half of road.  The county only 
has a right of way.  That means I can escort anybody off the county 
road.  That's not the law in every county, but it's common.  If you are looking 
at birds or taking photos from your car, 99.9% of the time it isn't a              
problem.  You might think that you're on a public road, but you're not.  You're 
on their road and you'll play by their rules. 
  Some people believe the landowner can not bring criminal 
charges.   That's nonsense.  People might want to argue with a landowner, but 
not for long.  If the deputy has to go out there, you will be arrested.  You will 
have to show up in court.  You might have an esoteric law on your side, but 
you'll still be going to jail.  You might even beat the charges in court.  Wouldn't 
be simpler to be      polite, respect private property and watch birds from your 
car? 
  I deal with poachers, meth cooks, and guys dumping garbage on a 
weekly basis.  And I'll bet that most every landowner does the same.  Every 
farmer or rancher works the land because they love the outdoors.  They may 
not know the know the difference between white-crowned or white-throated 
sparrow, but they appreciate them.  And they aren't going to have a problem 
with a birder who appreciates the outdoors... as long as the birders are using  
basic courtesy.   



SOUTHWESTERN FEDERATION 
ARCHEOLOGICAL SOCIETIES  

ANNUAL SYMPOSIUM  
April 3-4  

Host: Panhandle Archeological Society 
Location: Panhandle-Plains Historical  

Museum, Canyon, Texas  
 

LAST CALL FOR PAPERS  
The Panhandle Archeological Society is issuing its Last Call for 
Papers to be presented at the 45th Annual Symposium of the 
Southwestern Federation of Archeological Societies.  
Topics can be any subject in the social or natural sciences, but 
presentations should focus on the Federation region of 
southeastern New Mexico and western Texas. Each member 
society will be responsible for presenting at least one paper. 
Papers may be presented in any of the following formats: 35mm 
slides, PowerPoint, or overhead projection. Each presentation will 
be limited to 20 minutes.  
 
The deadline for a short abstract of the paper (250-500 words) and 
a short biography of the presenter is March 13, 2009 .  
 
Presentations will be published in 2010 in the Transactions of the 
45th Regional Archeological Symposium for Southeastern New 
Mexico and Western Texas. The Editor of the Transactions has 
asked that a CD, DVD, or 3.5” diskette of the presentation be 
submitted in Microsoft Word format at the conclusion of the       
one-day symposium.  
 
Send abstracts and resumes to: SWFAS, c/o Panhandle 
Archeological Society, PO Box 814, Amarillo, Texas 79105.  
For more information, contact: Rolla Shaller 
rshaller@suddenlink.net or Dr. Paul Katz, Katzes-
PRIAM@msn.com  


