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Salinas are the name 
given to salt lakes by 
modern biologists. 
Salinas are unique 
landscape features in 
the arid west. It is hard 
to build a fence or a 
telephone line across a 
salina, for the salt 
slowly makes the 
wood disentegrate 
(even when treated.) 
 
Some of the salinas 
were long used as 
sources of salt, both 
by American Indians, 
caravans from  
Hispanic settlements 
in Mexico and New 
Mexico, and by early 
settlers. Salt was still 
produced at Juan 
Cardona Lake near 
Girvin in the 1930’s  



NOMINATE YOUR FAVORITE PUBLIC PLACES IN 
THE PECOS TRAIL REGION! 
 
 
Using the following list, please send nominees in an email to  
bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org (results to be presented at a future board 
meeting of the association.) Please include the Category, the name or location, 
and why you nominated the place (up to 100 words for each nomination.) 
 
 
Best hike 
Best stroll in a town 
Best place that does not look like West Texas 
Best Historic Home Museum 
Best Historic Ranch 
Best Place to view wildlife 
Best place to take the family 
Best place to see ten times over 
Best place for grandparents and grandkids 
Best place for a romantic weekend getaway 
Best unusual place to stay 
Best crowd pleasing historic site 
Best place to learn about the history of the region 
Best outdoor adventure location 
Best historic town 
Best odd place in region 



The Comanche War Trail was the result of the politics of Mexico 
 

In the fall of 1851 Macaria Leal stood on the dusty main street of San Carlos 
(southeast of Presidio del Norte.) Bajo Del Sol stood to his left. Mucho Toro 
nudged his right shoulder and told him in Comanche, “The trader said he would 
meet us as the sun went down. Where is he? I don’t trust him. He might have 
told the soldiers about us.” The mother of the two Comaches, Tabe Pete, 
whacked Mucho Toro’s head from behind, “Shut up, you fool!” 
 
The humongous Comanche woman would even harangue Bajo del Sol, the war 
leader of the Southern Comanches. His bravery in battle was legendary, and his 
political acumen had convinced all of the Southern Comanche bands to follow 
his strategies during the annual raids into Mexico. She was loud, pushy, and 
scared of nothing. Bajo del Sol had learned to be as tough as her, but Mucho 
Toro had not – he was often clumsy, awkward, hesitant, and he stuttered when 
he was scared.  
 
The year before Bajo del Sol had met with Colonel Don Emilio Lamberg, the 
military commander in the state of Chihuahua. The Comanches had agreed to 
not raid anywhere in the state, but to go on to other Mexican states, such as  
Durango, Jalisco, Nuevo Leon, and Zacatecas. (As you might imagine, this 
agreement led to difficulties between the governments of the states.) If the    
Comanches found any Apaches in Chihuahua, the Chihuahuan government 
would pay handsomely for their scalps. In exchange, the citizens of Chihuahua 
would trade with the Comanches, not fight them.  
 
Lamberg had not told Bajo del Sol that he paid Apaches for Comanche scalps, 
or that he gave the Seminoles, the Seminole Negroes, and the Kickapoos a 
large land grant near Remolino in exchange for Comanche and Mescalero 
Apache scalps. Lamberg paid American bountyhunters for scalps, too. 
 
For over two hundred years the isolated towns of Northern Mexico had to make 
their own “paz partial” (treaties) with the nomadic Comanches and Apaches. 
The goal of the Spanish (and after 1821) the Mexican government was to ab-
sorb the Indians into society. If any Indian made a treaty, they were                
automatically a citizen of Mexico. If any Indian agreed to live in one place and 
work in the fields or mines they were given regular rations. 



After the end of Spanish rule in 1821, however, the nomadic Indians realized 
that any soldier posted in the region was ill-trained and poorly paid by the new 
Mexican government, and as a result were rarely willing to aggressively pursue 
Indians that came to steal livestock, children, and women. It was not until Em-
peror Maximilian and his French troops were expelled from Mexico in 1867 
under the leadership of Benito Juarez that the Mexican government could      
afford to defeat the nomadic Indians. Even then it took the wealth of the largest 
landholder (and governor) of Chihuahua, Luis Terrazas, with his “private army” 
under the command of his cousin Joaquin, to end Apache raiding in Chihuahua 
in the 1880s. The Americans had ended the Comanche raids in 1874 by defeat-
ing them at Palo Duro.  
 
A pubescent Macario Leal had been captured by the Comanches in 1842. As he 
grew up he became a valuable warrior and interpreter for the Comanches. In 
1854 he was captured by troops from the state of Durango when they deci-
mated a large band of the Southern Comanches in a surprise dawn attack in 
Canon Espiritu Santo (in the state of Chihuahua). By then Bajo del Sol was 
dead, killed by Apaches in the Chisos Mountains. Bajo del Sol honored his 
treaty with Lamberg even when he was confronted by a band of Apaches when 
he was almost alone. He charged the Apaches singing his death song.  
 
As Leal and the others waited, the rest of the fifty Comanches in town traded in 
the tiendas and drank in the cantinas. 350 more Comanches were camped not 
far from town. The residents of San Carlos traded with Comanches and 
Apaches, outlaws and bountyhunters – anyone with plunder. Several large     
haciendas along the Rio Conchos were favored trading locales for the           
Comanches, too, along with the hacienda La Zarca in Durango – that state’s 
largest landholding.  
 
Although the communities of interior Mexico made their own treaties with the 
Indians they despised the “nortenos.” Sometimes one community would have a 
treaty and the next community 30 miles away would not. The citizens of inte-
rior Mexixco were often correct in their assumption that the norteno            
contrabanders reported to the Indians about troop movements and suggested 
likely target for raids. The nortenos would sometimes even ride with the       
Comanches as guides. The contrabanders sold the stolen property to wagon 
trains headed to San Antonio on the Chihuahua trail, or headed to Sante Fe in 
New Mexico.  



Ten minutes after the sun sunk out of sight the trader that Leal and the others 
were awaiting rode into town. After formal salutations the trader could not    
contain his most important news. “I found out that Don Emilio made a treaty 
with the Mescalero Apache chief Espejo. The drought is forcing the Apaches to 
come out of the Sierras to beg for food. My sources tell me he is paying the 
Apaches for Comanche scalps.” Espejo was hounding wagon trains along the 
California trail west of Horsehead Crossing during this time, so he managed to 
stay out of the Comanches’ way rather well. 
 
Not impressed by the news, Bajo del Sol shrugged. “If the Apaches bother us as 
much as a fly on a horse’s withers, I will visit Chihuahua as our former leaders 
Santa Anna and Old Owl once did and promise to invade Chihuahua itself with 
1000 warriors. Despite the disease that killed them and many others, we can still 
overpower don Emilio’s worthless soldiers, and he knows it.” 
 
During his life, the late Professor Ralph A. Smith of Abilene Christian College 
was the leading expert on the Comanche War Trail. This story was developed 
from an article he published in the Great Plains Journal in 1972 found in the 
Midland Archaeological Society’s library housed at the Sibley Nature Center. 
The Comanche War Trail led across the Llano Estacado from Big Spring to 
Horsehead Crossing.  
 
Story by 
Burr  
Williams 
 
The Pecos 
River now 
has shallow 
clear water 
in between 
deeper 
pools. This 
crossing is 
edged with  
saltgrass. 



The lower Pecos River is in an incredible canyon. Salt cedar still grows along 
its bank (though there are plans to further eradicate the water-sucking shrub.) 
Underneath the towering cliffs are ancient groves of Escarpment Live Oaks. 
Black-capped vireos, green kingfishers, varied buntings, gray vireos, and other 
birds attract the adventurous birdwatcher willing to canoe or kayak down the 
canyon. In the spring the grape-koolaid smell of the Texas Mountain Laurel’s 
purple blossoms are intoxicating and a sure sign of spring’s approach. Despite a 
recent “gas play” with many new wells drilled, the region is still remote and 
wild, a wonderful place to step back in time!  



 
Throughout the Texas Pecos Trail region, draws will often have dense thickets 
of beebrush mixed among the mesquite. The white blossoms are intensely 
sweet, making wonderful honey. With the encroachment of the Africanized 
honeybee, fewer beekeepers ply their trade in the region. In the last ten years 
several people have died because of hundreds of beestings in our region. The 
Africanized honeybee is strongly irritated by the sound of motors, from lawn 
mowers to bulldozers. Any wild hive found must be treated with respect!  
   



Turkey vultures nest on the cliffs of the mesas and hills of the region. When the 
thunderstorms build, the vultures will gather in large groups, swirling about in 
gleeful fun. With the approach of the rain, they will spiral down to the ground, 
finding fence posts upon which to perch. Sometimes dozens of fence posts in a 
row will each have its own vulture. After the rain, they will spread their wings 
to dry them.  
Despite Hollywood westerns, in which the circling vultures make a call (that 
really belongs to red-tailed hawks who use cliff sites for nests, too) the  
vultures do not make a sound. Their presence is a mnemonic device that sends 
a person’s imagination back in time… to imagine how it might have been for 
an explorer or settler traversing the arid land. 



Ranching the Holistic Resource Management way is good for the land 
                                                                                                   Burr Williams 

“Stay put, old man, I will get the gate this time,” said rancher Joe Maddox to 
Malcolm Beck. Mr. Beck was the first major popularizer of organic gardening 
in Texas. He started the famed compost company Gardenville in San Antonio 
(he later sold the company). Compost became big business in San Antonio and 
Austin – today every nursery in the area sells bulk compost. Mr. Beck       
nowadays travels the world speaking about compost and organic gardening.  
 
“I’ll beat you to the gate, big boy,” Beck answered, and the race of the two  
senior citizens was on. We were touring the Holistic Management®                
International West Ranch (HMI) demonstration ranch (known as the David 
West Station for Holistic Management) south of Ozona that Maddox manages. I 
had been opening the gates, but Beck had told me to stay put at the last gate 
and taken a turn. Maddox won the foot race. Both men were laughing at their 
silliness as they returned to the truck. 
 
We had been touring the ranch in a “4-wheel drive golf cart,” but the batteries 
had gotten low, so we switched to a pickup. The electric golf cart was so quiet 
we kept coming up beside the white-tailed deer on the ranch without spooking 
them. Maddox had asked Steve Nelle, a biologist in the San Angelo office of 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service and I to join the tour. The quiet 
cart allowed constant conversation about the changes in the vegetation on the 
West Station since HMI had been given the ranch in 2001.  
 
Nelle is a superb botanist. He is well known as a speaker at landowner and 
range management meetings. He serves on the board of directors of the Texas 
Riparian Association, which encourages landowners to preserve and improve 
the watersheds of Texas. The Texas Section of the Society for Range          
Management recognized Nelle with their Outstanding Achievement Award. He 
is on the board of directors of the Texas Brigades, a group that runs a state-wide 
wildlife-focused leadership development program for high school youth. 



 
 
The West Station is a 12,000 acre property. The Maddoxes run a mixed herd of 
cattle and sheep among a healthy population of deer, turkey, javelina and other 
species and share their knowledge of Holistic Management® with            
schoolchildren and ranchers during field trips and field days. 
 
In 2002, when Holistic Management® International assumed management of 
the ranch, approximately 68% of the soil was bare, with 70% of that soil 
capped with a hard crust, and 40% of the grasses dead or dying. Drought had 
been a factor. By late 2005, the bare soil had decreased by over 30% and soil 
capping had decreased by almost 50%. Lastly, dead or dying plants had de-
creased dramatically, from 50% to 5%. 
 
The only bare ground was where rock was at the surface. 1000 ewes and their 
lambs, along with 150 cattle that are moved from paddock to paddock using the 
Holistic Management planned grazing method. Paddocks vary in size from 125 
to 1300 acres, so grazing periods vary from 3 to 14 days according to range 
conditions. This allows for 180-day recovery periods. The herd visits each   
paddock only twice a year. The vegetation is monitored to document range  
conditions. 
 
Nelle and I had created a plant inventory list in 2002, and he has added to it in 
intervening years. On this visit we added another 20 species to the list, which 
now totals over 250 species. Mrs. Peggy Maddox runs a number of transect 
lines each year top record the changes that occur to the landscape as a result of 
the grazing regime.  
 
Mrs. Maddox also hosts school tours from Ozona and Eldorado each year. She 
served as the gifted and talented teacher in the Sweetwater Middle School for 
many years before the Maddoxes were asked to manage the West Ranch. They 
had managed the TUF Ranch south of Colorado City until the absentee           
landowners finally sold it. The Sibley Nature Center helped her create a native 
plant garden at the Sweetwater Elementary School in the 1990s and helped the 
Maddoxes give ranch tours at the TUF Ranch for over a decade.  



The Tuff Ranch practiced Holistic Management principles. Over that decade I 
saw “ice cream” (the most nutritious) grasses increase exponentially. Texas 
Bluegrass, for example, had increased from a handful of plants in one draw, to 
one of the most common species in many draws.  
 
As we bounced along the two-track ranch road, Nelle commented, “The        
diversity of the plants on the West Station is astounding. I was and still am a 
skeptic of some of the tenets of Holistic Resource Management, but I am       
determined to keep an open mind. What I admire about HRM practitioners is 
that they are passionate about the health of the land and about understanding 
complex ecological relationships. They are observant and monitor their land.”  
 
Nelle pointed out the window and said, “This pasture has many patches of 
Sideoats Grama (an ice cream grass that livestock relish), and the pasture 
across the fence belonging to the neighbor appears to have no sideoats. When I 
see such improvement in grazing conditions I am impressed.”  
 
“I am frustrated by the fact that few ranchers will come to our field days. We 
are proving that this is a more profitable way to ranch. Many ranchers stick 
with the traditional methods of ranching because our method is more labor    
intensive and requires planning,” Maddox shook his head and sighed. “People 
find it hard to change.” 
 
“I remember how this ranch looked when you moved here, Joe,” Beck        
commented “There was so much bare ground and the major grasses were the 
short buffalo grass and curly mesquite grass. We have seen pastures full of 
sideoats, cane bluestem, southwestern bristlegrass, and others that were three 
and four feet tall. Even in a paddock that the stock just left there is still plenty 
of grass left over.” 
 
Maddox responded, “Grass needs to be grazed, but it should not been grazed 
continuously for months on end. When a pasture is continuously grazed the 
best grasses get eaten first, and get eaten every time they try to grow and never 
set seed.”  



 

“Look at the 3-awn,” I said. “It is one of the grasses that dominate when the 
land is overgrazed. Here it is dying because it is not grazed. The livestock don’t 
like it very much, and they have plenty of better grasses to eat. The center of a 
grass clump dies out when it is not grazed.” 
 
“It was always an uphill battle for me as I promoted organic gardening and 
farming methods. We pioneers are thought to be “way out.” Educating folks 
about doing something different than what they are used to doing is a lifelong 
challenge,” Beck said, as we rolled up to another gate.  
 
 

 
 

Joe 
Maddox in 
a field of 
yellow 
Mexican 
hats on the 
ranch south 
of Ozona. 
 
Will the 
ranching 
methods 
espoused 
by Maddox 
and others 
become the 
way of the 
future of 
ranching?  
 
Will he be 
seen as a 
modern-
day  
pioneer?  



Wind power “farms” have not become a major part of the landscape of the 
Texas Pecos Trails region, not yet. For it to happen, highlines to export the 
power have to be erected. This is the King Mountain windfarm, part of an area 
on both sides of the Pecos River near the towns of McCamey and Iraan, that 
has seen hundreds of the towers installed. The windfarms are attractive to the 
county governments of low-population areas for the increased tax base, but a 
number of people do not want their landscape “cluttered up.” Other than the 
clearing of some land for roads and the small pads, they do not seem to alter the 
habits of wildlife. Only a few hawks and eagles have been found dead at the 
base of the towers elsewhere in West Texas, so there seems to be minimal  
impact on anything but our wide-open views.     



 

Wickiups (of the Lipan Apache) and jacales (of the Hispanic settlers) were the 
“house” of choice for many years. Willow and cane from along the rivers  
provided the framework. Sotol or yucca clumps were broken down into more 
manageable units and hung on the framework. After some patient weaving  
together, the matted leaves provided dense dark shade. During a rainstorm  
animal hides or blankets were thrown over the leaves, so less water would be 
able to drip on the people waiting out the storm. Cooking fires were always 
built outside. The wickiups and jacales were for sleeping and storage. The rest 
of the time the people were outside,  a vast difference from today, when few 
people will leave the comfort of airconditioning when the temperature is above 
80 degrees (unless their job requires it.)      



What is this? Was it a threshing circle, where mules or burros were driven 
around in a circle grinding corn? Or was it a teepee ring from one of the times 
that Comanche Indians came through the region? The hard rocky surface of the 
land would have prevented stakes from being driven into the ground, so teepee 
poles would have needed large rocks to hold them in place. (It is too large to be 
a wickiup ring — rocks were often placed at the base of wickiups to provide 
additional support.)  
 
Was it some sort of ceremonial circle, for dancing or for some other form of  
religious observance? Why has the ground remained bare for at least a century? 
Has anybody else found similar rings in the Pecos Trails region? (This one was 
found on the ranch managed by the Maddoxes.) 



Please consider contributing to the Pecos Trails Region 
“features newsletter.” Celebrate and share what makes our  
Region so special. Show your pride in your home. Send us 
photographs and stories to 
bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org. 
 
 

 
Can anyone identify this old ruin? If you know, email the 
above address!  


