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Horse crippler, devil’s claw, turk’s head 
Common names  of   Echinocactus texensis 



 Jimmy Walker took this photograph in Eastern/Northeastern New Mexico on or around April 18, 
2009.  (On this NM Ecoregion map, ftp://ftp.epa.gov/wed/ecoregions/nm/nm_pg.pdf , the spot would be in the 
25b section, Rolling Sand Plains).  He could immediately tell this was the work of a Loggerhead Shrike,      
colloquially known as the Butcher Bird.  (Jimmy gave me permission to submit his photo for possible inclusion 
in El Despoblado.)   
  Joy Newton, West Texas A&M graduate student specializing in insects, backed Jimmy’s and my   
tentative i.d. of the grasshopper as almost certainly a Red-shanked Grasshopper, Xanthippus                       
corallipes.  (Jimmy and I used the Caninera, Scott, Walker Field Guide to Grasshoppers, Katydids and     
Crickets.  We were initially stumped because nothing in the field guide showed any grasshoppers with that  
brilliant blue “collar.”  Joy mentioned that those “collars” are generally not a good characteristic for           
identifying, because they are usually not found on all individuals within a species; in the case of Red-shanked, 
she thinks the blue collar is a common thing in the southern range.)  Both Joy and the field guide mentioned 
that Red-shanked are one of the most common adult grasshoppers to find in spring, because they tend to     
overwinter as nearly full grown immatures, unlike most grasshoppers which overwinter in the egg or small 
nymph stage.  Thus, they are a very important early spring food source for grassland wildlife. 
  (By the way, if you happen to get the publication of the Xerces Society, Wings, check out the cover of 
the Fall 2008 issue.  This grasshopper nymph, also with a blue collar, is identified only to the genus level, but 
it’s the same genus as the Red-shanked, Xanthippus.  The resolution isn't great, but there is a small image of the 
cover of the Fall 2008 publication with the Xanthippus nymph at this link: http://www.xerces.org/wings-
magazine/  Good article on grasshoppers in this one.) 
      Susan Thompson, Panhandle Chapter, Texas Master Naturalists 
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      Susan Thompson 



 Visit;http://texasmountaintrail.blogspot.com/ 
    for daily photos  from the  
Texas Mountain Trail Region of the Texas Historical Commission 
 with links to many attractions in the region 
 

 
 
Big Bend Bluebonnets 
in a wet year  

The prairie dog babies 
made their first visit to 
the aboveground world 
March 23rd, in        
Lubbock. 
 
Photo  
Donna Chafin 



Flora of the 
Texas Rolling 
Plains 
http:// txrollingplains.wordpress.com/ 

Rick Hammer 
rhamer@hsutx.edu  

Hardin-Simmons University 

I was out botanizing a vacant lot just a few blocks down from my house recently when I came across a plant 
that is more than capable of defending itself from potential herbivores or the unwary naturalist.  This is none 
other than Texas Bull-Nettle or Cnidoscolus texanus. The white flowers are mostly harmless but the remainder 
of the plant is loaded with trouble.  With other common names like Bull Nettle, Treadsoftly, and Mala Mujer (I 
get the direct translation of the Spanish but there must be some cultural context tacked onto this that I am    
ignorant of – Can anyone place this in the correct context?),  there is no doubt that this plant means business. 

These are herbaceous plants, about 80-100cm tall.  An individual plant has separate male and female flowers 
together on the same inflorescence.  I didn’t get any closer to this plant than I had to so can’t be for sure which 
sex these flowers are.  The next photo reveals why I kept my distance from this plant. 

Notice both the main stem and the stem 
branches.  All are covered with hispid or 
bristly hairs. But these are not normal 
hairs; they are extremely painful, stinging 
hairs. The leaves are covered with the 
same stinging hairs as well.  Here is how 
this plant defense mechanism works: If 
the foliage or stems are touched, the  
glass-like hairs break off in the skin (yours 
or a hapless four-legged fellow creature) 
and act like hypodermic needles. The 
“needles” release a toxin which causes an 
intense burning sensation. This effect is a 
type of allergic response known as contact 
urticaria and the reaction can last for   
several days. 

The genus name Cnidoscolus says it all. 
The Greek cnide means nettle and scolopes means prickle or sting. It belongs to the flowering plant family             
Euphorbiaceae.  A good plant species to know and respect! 

Editor’s note; There is an isolated population of Bull Nettle in the Sanddunes near Monahans, but it can be 
found in many sandy soil locations in the Rolling Plains.  



http://www.wildbirdrescueinc.org/ 
Wild Bird Rescue 
Wichita Falls, Texas 
 
bob.wildbirdrescue@yahoo.com  
 
Bob’s blog; April 21st and 22nd 
I had a note from Lila in the log book Monday when I came in.  Lila worked 
Sunday and Sunday afternoon we had a pretty good thunderstorm roll through 
our side of town.  The storm include a lot of hail up to a dime in size. 

Lila was concerned with the Killdeer and their nest.  She wrote that she 
looked outside to check the nest during the storm.  With hail bouncing of the 
ground and there was one of the Killdeer sitting on the eggs, crunched down 
about as flat as she could get.  

After the storm passed, Lila went out and the ground was covered with hail, the 
Killdeer, unmoving on the nest.  Concerned, Lila walked towards the nest just 
knowing she was going to find a dead Killdeer.  When she got “too close” up 
pops the Killdeer, dancing, chirping, doing the injured wing thing!  She saw all 
four eggs, safe and sound! 

Many folks will tell you it was instinct that made the Killdeer stay and protect 
those eggs.  After 15 years of working with wildlife I will tell you it may be 
part instinct, but is also part determination and part genuine care for their 
young that drives the parents. 

3 babies have hatched!  I just went outside and, as always, looked toward the 
nesting site.  I noticed movement next to the adult and came back in to get my 
binnoculars.  There, snuggled next to the adult, are two little ones and a third 
about three feet from the nest.  There were four eggs and one of the parents is 
still sitting on it.  Maybe soon there will be four! 

I feel like a new dad. 



Chihuahuan Desert Home Page at UTEP  
 
If you have never been to UTEP’s comprehensive website on the      
Chihuahuan Desert you need to. Over the years UTEP has created a 
very nice resource for educators needing more information about the 
Chihuahuan Desert.  Topics online for all to enjoy at  
http://museum.utep.edu/chih/chihdes.htm  
 
If you go to 
http://museum.utep.edu/chih/NHCD/introduction.htm 
You will find the following;  
 
A summer course, Natural History of the Chihuahuan Desert, was offered for 
teachers by the Department of Biological Sciences, University of Texas at El 
Paso (UTEP), in the summer of 2006. Inasmuch as it provides an introduction 
to the desert with little background knowledge necessary, it seems appropriate 
to offer it on the Chihuahuan Desert pages of the Centennial Museum. It may 
be utilized as a self-taught course or an organized course. It will work best if 
there is access to the desert itself, but we have tried to supply sufficient images 
and links to other sources to give a feel for this desert no matter where one is 
located. The course as taught included a number of hours learning desert plants 
on the campus of UTEP and, especially, in the Chihuahuan Desert Gardens. 
Many of the subjects introduced here were expanded upon in class, so this 
should be considered as a skeleton to be fleshed out with further study.  

Estigmene 
acrea, or 
Salt Marsh 
Moth  
 
Photos by 
Debi Cates 
Odessa 



Debi Cates says;, It's taken me a little while, but after three previous 
lumpy attempts, I made a decent basket just in time for Mom's birth-
day. It's about the size of an Asian rice bowl. The light center is from 
fronds found in the hidden center of the yucca where it has yet to get 
sunlight.  

http://www. 
bigcountryaudubon.org/ 
 
Visit this  
birding group’s  
excellent website! 



Male Snowy Plover squinting into gale force winds at Shafter Lake 
   
 Erik Breden 

Female Snowy plover, 
same day, same place  



A picture is worth a thousand questions:  
(a glimpse into the Largus Bug development) 
 
Imagine starting out from a tiny spec of an egg and growing into an adult; however, 
being an insect with an exo-skelton limits your growth pontential unless you lose the 
exo-skeleton or cuticle. In general it varies as to how many stages (instars) of     
ecydosis or moulting a specific type of insect will go through, but it involves two 
steps. First the insect detaches itself from the existing cuticle and starts growing a 
new cuticle and any related structures needed for its next step toward being an 
adult, then after it is ready it sheds the old cuticle and the newly exposed cuticle is 
exposed to air, inflated or whatever the insect does to prepare itself before the     
cuticle hardens. The colors of the existing cuticle doesn't have to match the old one, 
pigmentation and thickness play a role on how sunlight reflects off the cuticle, a 
process called tanning occurs and the insect acquires its final color. 
 
The example I found on April 15, 2009 at Modesta Canyon area near the spring at 
the Chihuahuan Desert Research Institute (https://cdri.org/index.html) is most likely 
a Bordered Plant Bug [True Bugs (Heteroptera) » Bordered Plant Bugs (Largidae) » 
Largus » Largus Bug (Largus ?)]. The life cyle of this nymph starts 5 to 8 days after 
an egg is laid and over a 21 to 35 day period will go through 5 instars, before it 
reaches the adult stage. 
 
Use this link to access an electronic reprint of Entomology Notes #17, copyright 
Michigan Entomological Society (http://insects.ummz.lsa.umich.edu/MES/notes/
entnote17.html).  
 
<photo 01> (on next page) 
This a just recently moulted Largus Bug and cuticle is in the process of changing 
color, I found another example of a moulting Largus Bug at "Molting Hemipteran: 
Bordered Plant Bug" (http://www.whatsthatbug.com/2007/11/21/molting-hemipteran-
bordered-plant-bug/). 
 
<photo 02> (on next page)  
This photo shows a group nymphs together, note how a newly nymph (instar) is 
mixed in the group. I came across a reference that nymphs of different instars can 
be seen mixed together. Also, note how some cuticles are flattened, caved in, or 
otherwise not oval and I can hazard a guess that as the cuticle is shed and hard-
ened an obstruction could have been in the way of the new one? I just see that 
something caused it. 
 
<photo 3> (on next page) 
This the 5th instar stage of the Largus Bug. 
       Malcolm McElvaney 





Delyse Jaeger of the Eaton Hill Preserve in Sonora found Cedar      
Waxwings frantically drinking water in large numbers. Was this a 
“ritual” (with some sort of ecologically beneficial reason) just before 
migration? The Eaton Hill Preserve hosted a photography contest that 
ends right after this newsletter is published.  

Late freezes burned some    
mesquite leaves in many parts of 
the region this year. 



Anthony Hewetson reports; 
 
I crittered the Kent County Loop (Clairemont to Clairemont via 380, 1083, 145, 1228, 2320, and 208) for the 
fourth time this year.  I spent 6.00 hours on the loop, noting twenty-five species of butterfly, two species of 
amphibian, six species of reptile, seventy-three species of bird, and three species of mammal. 
 
Blooming flowers were too many for my addled mind to keep up with but the butterflies really seemed to be 
hitting the wild verbena harder than anything else.  I moved through the edge of a heavy thunderstorm at one 
point, allowing for some anurans on the road.  Birds were outstanding, as always. 
 
My goals for the loop in 2009: sixty species of butterfly, ten species of amphibian, twenty species of reptile, 
one-hundred and fifty species of bird, and twenty species of mammal. 
 
My progress so far: thirty species of butterfly (50%), four species of amphibian (40%), eight species of reptile 
(40%), one-hundred and eighteen species of bird (79%), and twelve species of mammal (60%) - moving right 
along! 
 
*****We applaud Mr. Hewetson. We hope that everyone will choose a place, or a road, and visit it twelve 
times a year, and record everything that is found. Take photos! Start a blog of your chosen study area… If you 
are a birder, take along a botanist, or a herper… Records of flora and fauna in our region are not comprehensive 
— we do not really know what is here, for folks keep finding range extensions of plants, or new animal colo-
nizers — such as the Caracara that is nesting not far from Hewetson’s loop, or the Variegated Skink that 2nd 
graders found in Ector County! 
 
Brady Surber of Alpine has been getting out, too. 
 Highlights at Independence Creek were several Eastern species including: Brown Thrasher, Yellow-
throated Warbler, Carolina Wren, Red-shouldered Hawk. Also had Bullock's, Hooded, and Orchard Orioles as 
well as Bell's and Warbling Vireos (we didn't look for Black-capped this time). Also had Spotted Sandpiper 
and Blue Grosbeak. We got looks at a Zone-tailed Hawk at three different locations I have no idea whether it 
was three looks at the same bird or three different birds or some combination there of. Also saw the biggest 
Cooper's Hawk I have ever seen in my life. 
 On the way to Balmorhea from Alpine stopped at Musquiz Lake/pond and had both Myrtle's and 
Audubon's Yellow-rumped Warblers and Wilson's Warblers most interesting bird here was a Swainson's 
Thrush. 
 At Balmorhea Lake we had Several Willets, several Cinnamon Teal, Blue-winged Teal, Long-billed 
Dowitcher, White-rumped and Semipalmated Sandpipers, Semipalmated Plover, Wilson's Phalarope, Clark's 
Grebe, Western Grebe, and quite a few White-faced Ibis. At the State Park we had a calling Sora. 

.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos by Randy Hapgood and  
Carol Bauer. 



 The Llano Estacado chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists have 
found coiled young diamondbacks several times on field trips. They      
remain coiled up in a tight disc, no matter how often or how long the 
group photographs the snake. Even when poked, the snake does not react        
beyond tightening his coils just a little more. Temperatures have been in 
the 80’s and 90’s when the behavior is observed, from noon until evening. 
Even when the snake is left alone, it does not leave, for when the group 
returns in an hour, the snake is still in its place.  
 Such behavior seems a little peculiar! Does anyone have an            
explanation? Is it sleeping? Is it avoiding the heat, and will not move until 
it cools down? Is it strictly a defense against predators? Is it digesting a 
mouse or other prey? 
  



 On the Allen Savory Institute Demonstration Ranch south of Ozona, 
ranch managers Joe and Peggy Maddox found this circle of rocks in a remote 
area where the soil was bare, unlike most of the surroundings. Why had the 
ground remained bare? Was it evidence of the Toyah phase (who later became 
Jumanos and related tribes). What was the circle used for — a large wickiup, a 
ritual area, or some other use?   
 On rugged ranches many locations are rarely visited. The Maddoxes 
have been at the Savory ranch for a number of years, and this was the first time 
they  had discovered this location. On the ranch that Joe grew up near Colorado 
City, a visitor found a spring on the property (up in a narrow canyon) that no 
one family member had ever seen, despite over 60 years of residence.  
 We, the people of the El Despoblado, live in an area where many        
discoveries can be made. You never know what you are going to find when you 
go to the field!   



Nathan Taylor, from west of Lamesa, age 15, sent in this photo of a     
hognose snake pulling a toad from under the ground in vegetated sand 
dunes covered with shinoak and sand sage. The snake finds the toad by 
scent, and then by using its hard pointed nose, digs down into the ground, 
where it captures the toad. Judging by the red sand visible on the first six 
inches of the snake’s body, the snake had to dig at least that deep to find 
the toad. Was the snake aided by the damp soil helping transmit the scent? 



At the very southern end of the Llano Estacado (in Upton County near the 
Crane County line), a small draw is filled with hackberry, soapberry, agarita, 
and mesquite. The slopes of the draw are covered with creosote bush, feather 
dalea, juniper, skeletonleaf goldeneye, mariola, and littleleaf sumac. It is an 
unique ecotone, with plants from the Chihuahuan Desert and the draws and 
breaks of the eastern side of the Llano Estacado. Creosote and tarbrush flats 
surround the location, both on top of the Llano and on the flats below the 
Llano. No other littleleaf sumac, juniper, skeletonleaf goldeneye, or agarita 
grows within 20-30 miles. It is amazing how isolated pockets of mixed      
populations of plants can occur!  
*The ranch owner  believes some of the plants came with Comanche Indians on 
the Comanche War Trail, for that draw faces Horsehead Crossing 30 miles 
away, and would have been possibly a good “dry” camp before crossing the 
Llano on the way east.  
*Notice the lower portions of the mesquite were leafless from a late frost that 
was only 6 feet thick (the cold air sinks, and it was only below freezing in the 
very bottom of the draw.) The leaves above the cold air did not freeze! 
 photo from a Llano Estacado chapter of Texas Master Naturalist field trip 


