
EL DESPOBLADO 
September 2009 

 
El Despoblado is the old name used by the soldiers that manned the 
presidial line for Spanish Mexico in the area controlled in the 1700’s 
by the Apaches (then known as Apaches Natages) that became    
Mescalero and Lipans in the 1800’s.  

This long-tailed weasel was photographed by Brandon Hawkins (a grad student 
of mammalogist Dr. Diane Post at UTPB)  in the modern day Mescalero         
territory, the Sacramento Mountains, north of Cloudcroft. Not many people 
ever get to see a weasel, much less one with this face mask pattern. Brandon 
sent the picture via Facebook. He was on  one of the monthly trips organized by 
the Permian Basin Outing Club, an affiliate of the Sibley Nature Center.. 



 
 
Biologist Mike Duran of the Texas Nature Conservancy has spent 
most of 2009 trying to find spot-tailed lesser earless lizards. Little is 
known about the species, other than it appears to be declining in 
range and in numbers. “It looks like TPWD is going to allow us to 
extend our project beyond the original closing date of 8/31/09 - 
maybe to the same date next year. We don't have a lot of money 
left in the grant but it will still give us some time to do some more 
surveys and spend more time on the habitat model and on com-
piling data and writing the report.”   This one, a gravid female, was 
found near San Angelo. Tom Green County, Reagan County, and 
Sterling County seemed to have the most flourishing populations of 
this rare species.  



Moths east of Iraan 
Photographs by Cathy Hoak, Llano Estacado Chapter 

Is the moth in the upper left lifting its abdomen to release pheromones, or is it a 
defensive action? (It has two very small “eyespots” on the upper side.of the   
abdomen.) The mesas and canyon country along the Pecos River south of   
Rankin are poorly studied. Ms. Hoak’s photodocumentation of her acreage is 
invaluable! If possible, we would like to know the species names of the above 
moths, so we can learn about their life histories, if available.  



More Stockton Plateau specialties 
 Cathy Hoak 

 
 
 
 
 
Red-legged 
Reduvid 

 
 
 
 
 
Birdwing 
Passionflower 



More Stockton Plateau specialties  

The Stockton Plateau received timely rains all summer.  
It has been an incredible year!  



Research by the Grasslans Charitable Foundation  
near Milnesand, New Mexico  

performed by Apple Wood and Afsheen Siddiqi 

Apple has lived five years in Milnesand, New Mexico, working for Grasslans Charitable 
Foundation. From May until November, she and her coworker of the last two summers,    
Afsheen Siddiqi, run a trapline of 280 live traps designed to catch every reptile, amphibian, 
and mammal that lives on the James Weaver Ranch and an adjoining property, the North 
Bluitt Lesser Prairie Chicken Management Area of the New Mexico Department of Game 
and Fish. Five days a week they arise at dawn and empty all the traps, weighing, measuring, 
photographing, recording, and marking all the animals caught. It takes four to five hours, 
depending on how many animals they catch. They have to return to open the traps at        
sundown. The ringneck snake, without a ring, was salivating for an unknown reason. 

Pocket Mouse 

Grasshopper Mouse 



Milnesand Insects 
Photographs previouis page and this page by Chris Cherry 

Member of Llano Estacado Chapter of  TMN 

Leaf-cutter bee, also known as a  
jelly-belly for its carrying pollen on the  

underside of its abdomen. 

Beetle carrying grasshopper exoskeleton. 
Does the species need nutrients 

 it might contain?  

An extremely hairy species of scarab beetle first lit on a shinoak twig, then 
moved to a ragweed. On the ragweed, it carefully arranged itself on the         
underside of a leaf — a response to heat, or the presence of the photographer? 



Sanddune specialties from 
The Dawson-Gaines County line 

Photographs by Nathan Taylor 
Llano Estacado Chapter of TMN 

Bird’s nest fungus Heavy gall infestation on 
Shin oak 

Robber fly killing a grasshopper Phyllanthis abnormis  Leaf flower 



The Tierra Grande Chapter of Texas Master       
Naturalist held its first weekend of training at Th e 
Nature Conservancy's Davis Mountains Preserve,    
August 28–30, 2009. Twenty-one class members from 
Alpine, Ft. Davis, Marfa, Terlingua, Big Bend     
National Park, and as far away as Del Rio and San          
Antonio started learning about what makes our area 
unique and so interesting. Activities included a 
hike up Mt. Livermore, stargazing, lectures 
on forest and fire ecology, and the background of 
the Texas Master Naturalist Program by Michelle 
Haggerty, the program's state coordinator. The 
training weekend concluded with several volunteer 
projects on the preserve. Instructor John Karges, 
TNC, on right.  For more information  
Please contact albertgbork@sbcglobal.net .   



Assorted Phenomena 

R.L. Orth  of  
Midland found a 
freshly constructed 
parking lot being      
reclaimed by  
subterranean 
inhabitants.    
                     
Grassland termites 
and harvester ants 
dug through four 
inches of caliche!  

Steve Elfring of  the 
Alpine area watched 
a hummingbird and 
preying mantis 
square off.  Who was  
catching who? 
 
Mantids have been 
known to catch          
hummingbirds, but 
broadtailed hummers 
are pugnacious and 
self-confident... 



Loggerhead shrikes often impale their prey. Often a number 
of insects, reptiles, and even birds will be impaled in a group, 
as a display by a male to attract a mate. Other times, only one 
creature is impaled. It is thought the shrike is leaving it for a 
later dining time.   
Photo by Steve Elfring, Alpine TMN  
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“Creating Common Names” 
 
Here's a challenge that I came up with for my students that some may enjoy 
 trying: 
 
Approach any plant that offers sufficient identifying characteristics, then 
try these combinations with the same species, or try a few for fun.  A botanical 
dictionary is useful. 
 
This exercise is designed to sensitize people to plant differences and can help 
one remember what's what, habitat associations, etc. At some point, if you do 
not know the actual name, key it out and your personal plant name will help 
with the formally accepted one.  
 
Try any of these or your own strategies: 
 
1. Be sure to include an ecological identifier and a physical identifier in the   
genus and species names. Use ecology such as plant community or association 
to create the ecologically based genus and a key morphological aspect for the 
species. 
 
2. Base all of your name creations on size, shape, color, or another              
characteristic that you want to use for differentiation.    
 
Name a plant by color, then name it by shape. The after doing this, decide what 
is critically different about this plant based on physical descriptors.  
 
3. On field trip, only identify plants based on observed uses of the plant by    
exploitative animals such as insects or birds.   
 
4. Using a botanical dictionary, take a group of flowering composites, for      
example, and make up names based on plant structure(genus) and  floral parts 
(species).   

 

 

John Egbert 
former natural history teacher, Albuquerque Academy 

Former head of New Mexico Nature Conservancy 



Daytrip for West Texas Lakes and Birds 
 
I  spent some time today (15 August) checking out a couple under-birded bodies of water in 
west Texas to see what sort of waterbirds/shorebirds might be around. My day started at   
Imperial Reservoir (8.00am-9.30am), followed by a visit to Balmorhea Lake (11.00am - 
1.45pm) and then I checked out a few access points on Red Bluff Lake (3.10pm-5.40pm).: 
 
Common Loon - 1 in dull basic plumage on Imperial Reservoir; perhaps an over-summering 
one-year old; quite early otherwise. 
Clark's/Westerns Grebes - Balmorhea Lake held 140+ of these, the majority looked to be 
Clark's and there were several youngsters amongst the adults. 
Neotropic Cormorant - 1 on Imperial Reservoir 
Tricolored Heron - 2 on Imperial Reservoir, 5 at Balmorhea Lake; all juveniles 
Glossy Ibis - 1 adult at Balmorhea Lake; in a mixed group with 23 
White-faced Ibis (4-5 adults, the rest first-year birds) in southwest corner; there was likely a 
2nd adult in the curlew megaflock but it took off before I got a good look. 
Harris's Hawks - 2 adults on FM 1053 roughly 13 miles north of Fort Stockton going        
towards Imperial; the area around Imperial seems to hold at least one pair on a regular basis. 
Snowy Plover - 7 at Red Bluff Lake from the northwest access point. 
Long-billed Curlew - an absolute megaflock of ~705  individuals hanging out along the 
west/southwest corner of Balmorhea Lake. 
Semipalmated Sandpiper - 1 juvenile (with 3 Westerns) at Balmorhea 
Lake in little pond/puddle near the west/southwest corner of the lake. 
Ring-billed Gull - 4 at Red Bluff Lake from the northwest access point. 
Caspian Tern - mixed in with curlew megaflock at Balmorhea Lake; likely same bird seen by 
Dan Jones a few days earlier. 
Barn Owl - roadkill along FM 1053 ~5 miles south of Imperial. 
Purple Martin - 2 juveniles at Imperial Reservoir 
 
Some details on the locations:  
-Imperial Reservoir - north of Fort Stockton and south of Grandfalls Entrance is off of RM 
2593 and the entrace fee is $10 I believe. I had a pleasant conversation with the operator 
there who let me in for free today. He indicates that the reservoir will be open on a daily   
basis until early October, then it will be closed until March. The water level is quite high 
(not that good for shorebirds) and would be better for wintering ducks though there is no  
access (except scoping it from the road) during those months. 
 
- Red Bluff Lake - off of HWY 285 northwest of Pecos, just before the New Mexico border. 
There are 2 access points along the south/west edge of the lake as you drive on 285       
northwest from Orla, both have a sign that says "Historical Marker" and little else. The lake 
is remote and can be very rewarding at times. Looks like it might be good for some        
shorebirding this fall. 
 
Eric Carpenter, Austin (Via Texbirds) 



Texas Amphibian Training and Midland Playa Visit  - Steve Schafersman 
 
At the TMN advanced training at Sibley Nature Center on August 8, we learned 
how the TPWD wants us to monitor prairie dogs, box turtles, and frogs and 
toads. The instructors were Marsha May and Lee Ann Linam of TPWD. 
 
The amphibian training was the most interesting and informative, since we 
learned how to identify species of frogs and toads from their calls. After     
training, we visited Quien Sabe playa near the Gun Club. The playa was filled 
with water and the various toads had come out of hibernation to mate and lay 
their eggs in the water. They were singing even in the afternoon.  
 
We parked on the gravel road and just went along the edge to see the enormous 
variety of insects, both adult and larvae, spiders, fish, and amphibians--both 
tadpoles and adult frogs--in the water. The water was light brown from the   
tannin in the plants it had picked up on its journey from the west. The giant wa-
ter scavenger beetle was abundant. Also present  was a species of predacious 
diving beetle. Both of these trap a bubble of air to their body so they can swim 
underwater. No water striders or whirligig beetles were seen. We also found the 
spider that traps a bubble of air to its abdomen so it can live in the water.   
Gambusia affinis (mosquitofish) were present. We also saw and captured the 
large larvae of two species of water beetle, including the giant water scavenger 
beetle. These larvae are large and capable of catching and eating the tadpoles. 
 
We saw tadpoles of different sizes in the water. We heard the calls of the Texas 
Toad and New Mexico Spadefoot Toad. We agreed to return at 9:00 p.m., a 
half-hour after sunset. When driving up at dusk it was still light and my wife 
and I saw numerous toads crossing the road. These turned out to be Texas 
Toads. Along the south side of the road, you could see their heads sticking up 
out of the water at the edge as they waited to cross. The playa was filled on the 
south side but the water had not yet crossed to the north side. Their calls were 
loud and continuous. 
 
We heard the calls of four other toads: New Mexico Spadefoot Toad (once 
thought to be a subspecies of the Western Toad but now classified as its own 
species; also formerly named the Southern Spadefoot Toad), Couch's Spadefoot 
Toad, Plains Spadefoot Toad, and the Great Plains Narrowmouth Toad.   
 



The Couch's didn't begin to call until after it became dark, while the others 
were calling while it was still light. We were able to catch and examine     
specimens of the Texas Toad, Couch's Spadefoot Toad, and the New Mexico 
Spadefoot Toad. The spadefoots have vertical pupils, quite different from the 
horizontal pupils of the true toads, genus Bufo, such as the Texas Toad, and 
also have slightly smoother skin unlike the very warty skin of the true toads. 
The spadefoots uniquely have tiny black spades on their feet that allow them to 
easily dig into the soft, sandy soil in which they hibernate. We turned the toads 
over to examine the spades and touch them; they were hard. The Couch's 
Spadefoot Toad was especially beautiful, since it had mottled dark green bands 
on a yellow background. 
 
The TPWD naturalists were having a great time because all three species of 
Texas spadefoot toads were present. Lee Ann is the state's Amphibian Watch 
Coordinator, so she was really delighted. She told me they were very lucky to 
be here to witness the water-filled playa with the mating, egg-laying, and    
calling toads. These toads only appear after a heavy rain when the playas fill 
with water. Their eggs hatch in one or two days and the tadpoles develop into 
froglets within two weeks, before the playas dry up. This development cycle is 
extremely fast for a vertebrate, even compared to other frogs and toads. We 
found a Couch's Spadefoot Toad that was calling. The air sac below its mouth 
was filled with air and expanded, then emptied when it let out its characteristic 
bleat. I held a flashlight on it while Lee Ann took a video with her camera. 
 
Every Texan should experience visiting a West Texas playa at sunset a few days 
after a rain to witness the emergence of the native toads and hear their singing. 
This is truly one of nature's marvels.  
 
 



I  photographed these Wild Turkeys in Davis Mountains State Park. I felt 
a special experience, a spiritual one, when we observed them. This Wild 
Turkey dance must surely be an inspiration for one of the American      
Indian dances. This area must have been a very special place, because 
nearby was a tree full of bees. There was an incredible rhythmic hum 
from so many bees in one tree. It was so beautiful! My husband Jim and I 
visit El Despoblado pretty regularly, although we live in Plano, Texas  We 
are birders, naturalists and I am a Blackland Prairie Master Naturalist. I 
found El Despoblado by doing a search on a bird or insect. On Aug. 11th 
we have our monthly BPMN meeting and I will share the URL for the  
archived newsletters. I agree that every area should have a photo       
newsletter like this. It is kind of like a field guide to the area. My home is 
the Blackland Prairie. I recently found out that my ancestors arrived in the 
blackland prairies of Texas in 1834.  The nature of Texas is so diverse and 
wonderful!!! 
Dede Crusinberry, Administrative Assistant, Plano ISD Facility Services 
 



More of Dede Cruisinberry’s photos 

 
 
 
 
What is the plant? 
 
What is the 
 skipper? 



 

The Trans-Pecos Hummingbird Monitoring Project is going well. Calliope Hummingbirds are more common 
this season than in the previous 19 years I have been in Fort Davis. This may be an indication that they will 
show up in numbers along the Gulf Coast. However, to date not a single juvenile bird has been caught and 
banded. All 38 birds banded have been adults. Already this year 2 Allen's Hummingbirds have been caught, a 
juvenile male on 19 July and an adult male on 7 August. So far 12 Allen's Hummingbirds have been captured 
and banded. Today we caught our first juvenile Magnificent Hummingbirds of the season. The total banded for 
that species is 71, a remarkable number. The most impressive information gleaned from this effort concerns 
White-eared Hummingbird. It has been a good year for this species starting on 29 May when we captured and 
banded a female that was gravid (with egg in her abdomen). This event provided the first conclusive evidence 
of breeding in Texas. Also this year, ASY (After Second Year) males were captured and banded on 9 June and 
26 June. Another ASY male was caught 3 July but he was already banded as an SY (Second Year) male on 17 
August 2007, meaning he hatched from an egg in 2006. Finally, we confirmed nesting success in this species 
when we caught and banded a juvenile male in fresh plumage with a fleshy gape and fully grooved bill.  
Hummingbird banding totals to date are:  
Broad-billed - 2                                              White-eared - 10 
Magnificent - 71                                             Lucifer - 32 
Ruby-throated - 26                                          Black-chinned - 775 
Anna's - 59                                                      Costa's - 1 
Calliope - 40                                                    Broad-tailed - 384 
Rufous - 232                                                    Allen's - 12 
Kelly B Bryan Fort Davis, Texas 



As always, we are deeply appreciative of all the wonderful 
submissions by our 1300+ readers. This issue marks a year of   
publication. West Texas and Eastern New Mexico contains  
incredible flora and fauna, landscapes and people. We are 
saddened by John Karges’ move to San Antonio, but we are 
thrilled by Jonah Evans moving to West Texas as the new 
TNC diversity biologist. Jonah is the son of the founder of the 
Cibolo Nature Center in Boerne, Texas. Check out  
Jonah and Ciel Evans’ website;    www.naturetracking.com  
 
We also welcome David Dotter as the new superintendent for 
the Monahans State Park.  
     Side blotched lizard, Monahans, Malcolm McElvaney   


