
EL DESPOBLADO 
A newsletter for naturalists of West Texas and Eastern New Mexico  
El Despoblado is an old Spanish term (1700’s) for much of the area. 

The definition means “the unpopulated land.”   
 

June-July 2009 

Malcolm McElvaney found bloodworms in a rapidly drying pool in the  
Monahans Sanddunes. An hour after the photo, there was no longer any surface 
water. The bloodworms had retreated back into the mud and detritus (where 
they normally live). This raises several questions. How long can they survive in 
the mud? How deep can they go? What was the reason for the mass           
emergence? Bloodworms become midges, the tiny flying gnats near water.   



Citizen Wildfire Ecology 
Specialist (CWES) Certification 

Program 
          

 “Preparing Firewise Stewards of a Balanced Eco-
system” 

 
The Texas Forest Service Urban Wildland Interface P rogram is  

conducting a 30-hour workshop designed to prepare T exas residents to 
be Firewise  stewards of our natural ecosystems, man-made impro vements 

and wildland-urban edges.   
The program is a modern-day response to a modern-da y problem. 

 

�� Learn how to create or modify landscaping 
that aids in mitigating wildfire threat, and 
supports the ecosystem surrounding our 

homes and businesses 
 

�� Understand the benefits of a balanced ecosystem 
in your backyard and the extended effects wild-
fire can have on plants, wildlife and soil 

 

WHO SHOULD ATTEND:  Home and Property Owners, Ranchers, Gardeners, 
Birders, Naturalists, Environmentalists, Landscapers, Architects, and other interested 
persons 

 

Presenters:  Texas Forest Service Urban Wildland Interface Specialists 
Registration Fee: $50.00 (Firefighters are eligible for HB 2604 Assistance) 
Attendees will receive:  Certificates of Completion, workbooks, CWES patch   
Where:   1307 E. Wadley, Midland, TX  79705 
When:   July 25 - 26, 2009 (Classroom, 8am-6pm); August 9, 2009 (Field Trip)  

 

WORKSHOP SCHEDULE PROVIDED UPON RESGISTRATION  
For more information, contact: 

TFS - UWI (Lexi Maxwell) at:  979/220-1455 or lmaxwell@tfs.tamu.edu 
 

Register for the Citizen Wildfire Ecology Specialist Certification Program. 
POSTMARK DEADLINE:  July 21, 2009 

 

 



The payments need to be sent to the Bastrop Office. TAMU has strict 
guidelines about receipts being issued within a certain timeframe of receiv-
ing money, and if the receipt is issued too long after the check is dated, 
there is al ot of justification that is needed. In the past, we've had facilita-
tors collect and hold money until the class, and it's caused major problems 
for our secretary from the accounting folks. We need to spare her that ex-
tra workload and headache if possible.  
 
This will be the least expensive home insurance you will ever pay for, plus 
you can use this information to help many others in your community. It's 
$50 to save who knows how many homes, plus you learn how to improve 
wildlife habitat and ecosystems while reducing wildfire hazards.   

 
Please Print Legibly 

 
NAME____________________________________________________
________________________________ 
 
ORGANIZATION 
___________________________________________________ 
 
STREET________________________________________________________
__________________________ 
 
CITY__________________________________________________________
ST________________________________________________________ 
ZIP____________ 
 
PHONE:   DAY____________________EVENING_____________________ 
CELL_______________________ 
 
E-MAIL:_____________________________________________________ 
 
Remit this form with $50.00  to:  
    Texas Forest Service 

P.O. Box 1991 
Bastrop, Texas 78602 
 



We are devoting a portion of this  issue of El Despoblado to the findings of 
Malcolm  McElvaney. (The editor of the newsletter has been on vacation, so we 
apologize for skipping a month!) 
 
In a waterhole in the Monahans Sanddunes, the spent catkins of Black Willow 
were floating in the water. On one of the catkins were a number of ants of a 
species the staff of the Sibley Nature Center did not recognize. What species of 
ant utilizes the blooms of Black Willow? Were the ants on the catkin when it 
fell, or had they boarded the catkin when it was near the shore of the waterhole 
and the catkin later floated away?   



Malcolm has been investigating the waterholes of the Monahans Sanddunes for 
over two years, producing over 40 gigabytes of stills and videos. We strongly 
encourage the readers of this newsletter to select a location and continually visit 
the site, photographing everything at the site. Malcolm has photographed plants 
that were far out range, unusual behavior of animals, and documented the  
populations of many organisms as the waterholes amount of water fluctuates 
during the seasons.  

Malcolm photographed this reduvid bug eating another beetle. Afterwords it 
dropped its food to the ground, and then spent several minutes cleaning its 
mouthparts. Several of the reduvid beetles were present on the seepwillow 
(Baccharis sp.) thicket near a waterhole. The orange hemelytra should make 
the species easy to identify (for a specialist!)  



 
 
This reduvid bug only had a hint of orange in its hemelytra. Is it a different   
species, a different instar, or a different sex? It has caught a bee fly on a      
Penstemon Buckleyii. The penstemon only grows in deep sands in the region, 
but not in all of its proper habitat. (It has not been found in Midland County, for        
example)  



What is this plant? It appears to be a Cryptantha crassisepala in which the 
clumped waxy stamens have separated from the corolla. Normally the  
Cryptantha stamens form a ring around a tube leading to the style hidden       
below. The stamens will turn yellow when it is in full bloom. Another image of 
the entire plant revealed that the bloom stalks had the scorpoid cyme of a 
Cryptantha.  By the time the Sibley Nature Center staff received Malcolm’s 
pictures, the bloom period of the species was over, so we could not send him 
out to closely examine more of the Cryptanthas to find out if this plant was an 
anomaly, or was an indicator of a variant of the species with a population found 
in the Monahans Sand Dunes. 
 
 The insect appears to be a black leafhopper, and was only found on this plant.  



 
 
Sensitive briar (Schrankia occidentalis) is an indicator plant of the deep sandy 
soils in the region. When the leaves are touched, they fold up. Because of this 
trait, the species has been propagated by horticulturalists in other places — the 
editor of this newsletter once walked into the Botanical Conservatory in        
Seattle, Washington and was greeted by a giant specimen of the species in a 
hanging basket. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if a regional grower started producing  
hanging baskets of Schrankia for sale in El Despoblado?   



 
 
Why did this green leafhopper land in the mud of one of the waterholes? Do 
they ever drink water on the ground? Notice the willow stamens littering the 
mud, as well as the exoskeleton of a mosquito larvae in the lower right quad-
rant.  



 
 
The 8 to 10 inch marbled whiptail lizards prefer sandy area with plenty of open 
ground. When disturbed they run for cover at high rates of speed. Their        
burrows are usually hidden in the shinoak clumps. It feeds on scorpions,       
spiders, and burrow for insects underground. It is attracted to movement, so it 
will chase a grass stalk gently and slowly waved in front of it.                              



 
 
Lemon Scurf-pea (Psoralea lanceolata) is rarely noticed. Its small flowers are 
hidden jewels. Dr. Barton Warnock reported that the plant was used for      
stomach disorders by the American Indians of the region. Other sources         
indicate it has an edible tuberous root. The leaves were “chewed to help the 
voice,” and another report indicated that the chewed leaves were put on wounds 
which caused a stinging sensation, but then helped the wound heal quicker. The 
inflated seedpods are more likely to catch a passerby’s eye (one is seen to the 
right in the photograph, and others are out of focus in the background.) It is 
found in similar habitat throughout the drier regions of North America 



SAN ANGELO, Texas — John Robins, president and CEO for Mesquite Fuels 
& Agriculture, has entered into Phase II of his company’s project to eventually 
build a $50 million power plant in the San Angelo area. The plant would     
generate electricity for local use for at least 20 years, with harvested mesquite 
as the fuel source. The majority of (the harvested mesquite) is going to be from 
private landowners.who will in return receive greater values for their property 
and will be able to graze more on it or plant more. The problem with mesquite 
is that it consumes way too much water, reducing flows in the regional         
watersheds. Phase II of the project is taking some of the harvested mesquite 
from the O.C. Fisher Lake area at San Angelo State Park, which started in early 
March as Phase I, and putting it through a grinder. The ground mesquite comes 
out as a fine texture, and is then loaded into trailers that will transport it to a  
pilot plant in Tulsa, Okla. 

The pilot plant, one-tenth the size of the proposed plant in Tom Green County, 
will run a series of tests after a week of operation. The tests will check for the 
mesquite’s energy content, power plant emissions and the ash to see what’s in 
it. The power plant uses gasification and has extremely low emissions, and it’s 
a very efficient burn. It goes inside a great, big oven and the gases are taken off 
it, so what burns is a synthetic gas. A similar project north of Abilene in Jones 
County has the required permits necessary and construction of a plant will be 
under way. The San Angelo location is the second proposed project of its type 
in Texas. 

Phase III of the project should start toward the 
end of summer. It involves contacting landown-
ers about leases and beginning a permit process. 
Once the third phase of the project is complete 
and all permits are obtained, a plant will be con-
structed within a year, he said. A location for the 
future plant hasn’t been selected, but Robins said 
it will preferably be within five miles of San An-
gelo, most likely on the outskirts so the added 
traffic wouldn’t affect many people. 

Contributed by Steve Lewis 

Owner of Native Ornamentals 

Mertzon Texas  



Snake herb  
Dychoriste linearis 
is a common perennial in 
much of West Texas. It 
blooms anytime there is 
sufficient rain during the 
growing season.         
Phydanis bicolor Horn, an 
uncommonly encountered 
Texas flea beetle was    
recently found mating on 
the  species. At the Lady 
Bird Johnson Wildflower 
Center, Mike Quinn 
was able to get photos 
documenting 
that the adult flea beetles 
were indeed feeding on 
the plant. This is the 
first documented host 
plant for the species. 
There are 10 U.S. records, 
of the beetle, all from 
Texas and ranging 
from Bastrop State Park 
to the Trans-Pecos. The 
larvae of many members 
of the flea beetle tribe,  
Alticini, feed 
subterraneanly. He would 
love to hear from you! 



Bird behavior notes; 
In texbirds there was a discussion of swallow nests under culverts. Here are 
some questions that were posed. Does the issue relate to each species' ability 
(or inability) to affix their nests to the smooth concrete surface under the 
bridge? Perhaps the Caves depend on Barns, mud daubers, and others to      
construct the anchor for their future nests. 
 
Birders like to examine culverts. It was suggested that every square culvert   
inspected for cave swallows be also  scrutinized for mud dabbers of various 
sorts. Most of us are familiar with the brown and yellow mud dabber. Few   
people are aware that there are many different species that pretty much look 
all the same but have distinctive nests. Fewer still know that there is a 
black mud dabber that recycles the brown and yellows nest and still 
fewer know about the emerald wasp that parasitizes many mud dabbers.  
 
New culverts are immediately utilized by several species of mud dabbers. The 
wasps that build a rounded globularly type nest often prove to be the          
foundation for swallow or phoebe nest. The organ pipe type nest doesn't seem 
to often be utilized as a foundation. Sometimes culverts have a piece of rebar 
protruding through the concrete and that small pin is invariably the foundation 
for a bird nest. Depending on the soil and amount of sand, some mud dabber 
nest stay fast for years. Too much sand seems to doom any bird nest that an-
chors to it. 
 
Another question raised was if many species of mud dabber were always here 
or has diversity increased and additional species moved north in advance of 
the swallows. Are mud dabbers are a critical component of the cave swallow 
march northward utilizing culverets? Take a look at the culverts as you are in 
the field! 

************ 
Dr. Keith Arnold of Texas A&M watched a young mockingbird flick its wings, 
and a parent came and fed it. Mockingbirds often flick their wings to startle  
insects into moving so they can find them, but he wondered if the wing flicking 
might also be a signal for parents to feed the young. If you see such behavior, 
report it to Texbirds, and Dr. Arnold!  



  Nathan Taylor from west 
of Lamesa sent in this 
photograph of a fasciated 
bloom bud of a white 
evening primrose. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When it bloomed, 
one of the flowers 
was much smaller 
than the others. 



 
 
Nathan found this rather leathery pair of small mushrooms on a shinoak branch 
on the ground. Despite an hour of searching on the Internet and in books in the 
Sibley Nature Center library, we did not find any possible match for           
identification purposes. Fungi are rarely studied in our region. We would love 
for folks to photograph any fungi found and send them to  
bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org so we can develop a file of images.   



Nathan also  
photographed the 
mystery shrub on his 
land. He has not 
found any more speci-
mens anywhere near 
his grandparent’s 
farm.  Does anyone 
have any ideas? The 
plant is five feet tall 
and five feet across 
and is almost  
evergreen. 



West Texans usually kill rattlesnakes. This large specimen was killed southeast 
of Odessa. The photo does not seem to be photoshopped! 



This photograph by Nancy Kirk of the Llano Estacado chapter of the Master 
Naturalists was taken earlier in the year at the Carver Center for the Gifted and 
Talented in Midland, Texas in the Diversity Garden created by Emmy         
Ulmschneider. The garden is a wonderful teaching garden —  how wonderful 
that children get to see “wildlife in action!” Every school in the region should 
develop a similar garden. The Sharp-shinned Hawk ignored the observers, even 
when approached within 15 feet. 



The Llano Estacado Chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists were invited to a 
private ranch in the canyons that feed into the Pecos River in the Iraan and 
Sheffield region. Gulf fritillary butterflies were everywhere, and so were the 
birdwing passionflowers (leaf above), one of their larval food plants. (Most of 
the leaves were green, not purple like this one.)  On the ranch the group also 
found a Zone-tailed Hawk. The landowner said it had returned there for three 
years, and that one year built a nest on the top of a tree, but a storm destroyed 
the nest. On the group’s visit, it kept landing in a thick juniper, but the group 
did not disturb it there, hoping it had a nest hidden there. Seven inches of rain 
fell on June 19-20, and the region had already had at least that much earlier in 
the spring.  
 
Get yourself to that region...and explore all the county roads at 10 mph! It is 
spectacular, wonderful, and who knows what you will find!!!  



 
 
Whenever a gulf fritillary caterpillar is seen look for passionflowers! The  
caterpillar did not have the black or purple tipped spines, but what else could it 
be? The leaves shown here do not seem to be a passionflower, but since the bug 
was chowing down big time, maybe it is a species not found in the sources that 
the master naturalist group has reviewed. We would love some input! 



 
To experience a West 
Texas hailstorm can be 
a frightening event. 
The ground can         
become white within 
minutes, and even a 
twenty minute shower 
will send millions of 
gallons of water    
rushing down arroyos. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos taken south of 
Cuyanosa June 15th. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Mark Muegge with the AgriLife Extension office in Fort 
Stockton was given this photo by a landowner in Glasscock 
County. Is it an overzealous wolf spider, or a species of ant? 
Or? 
 
Jeffrey B. Tucker, B.C.E., Entomology Associates, Inc. of 
Houston believes it to be Trachymyrmex septentrionalis or  T. 
turrifex. These species are fungus growing ants! 



This is the Trachymyrmex entrances that 
have been noted in Midland County. 
Photo from the Internet. The tubes are 
rarely taller than 3-4 inches and only an 
inch across. 



 
 
Near Lake Ivy, an abandoned hawk’s nest was investigated by  
someone not familiar with the species of hawk that might have used 
the nest.  Red-tailed hawks are often seen carrying snakes, so the staff 
of the Sibley Nature Center assume that species built the nest. Do 
Swainson’s Hawk eat snakes with any regularity?  
 
It is amazing how delicately the meat of the snakes was removed. 
Why were the bones not tossed out of the nest?   



A black-chinned hummingbird raised two young on a mobile that featured a 
feeding hummer. Photo by Nancy Kirk. 

 
 Please contribute photographs, news, and stories! 
Send them to 
bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org 
By July 20th  


