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Steve West photographed a Cave Swallow making repairs to its nest 
in White’s City, New Mexico. Over the last 20 years, Cave Swallows 
have spread over West Texas and Eastern New Mexico, no longer 
only nesting in caves, but also in bridge culverts, overhangs to   
buildings, and highway overpasses.   



Three Decades In an Underground Operation 
Steve West 
 
            Much of my “field” work with birds over the past 30 years has actually 
been under the surface of the Earth.  In 1978, while a graduate student at Sul 
Ross State University, Dan Bennack and I rediscovered a colony of Cave  
Swallows in the Glass Mountains.  The birds, as has often been the case, had 
been originally identified as Cliff Swallows.  We banded a number of them and 
in reading about them, I discovered that their winter range was unknown, one 
of only two or three breeding North American species for which that could be 
said. 
           
   In 1979 I moved back to New Mexico and began a study of Cave  
Swallows that has continued to this day.  In 1980 I got permission from the  
National Park Service to band the species outside of the cave entrance and over 
the next two and a half years banded less than 100 birds.  Finally, in 1982 they 
gave us permission to band inside the cave and the project took off. 
  
 To capture the birds we place a mist nest inside the cave entrance where 
the passage is somewhat narrow.  We band birds in the evening as they make 
their last trips into the cave before settling in.  All birds captured are banded, 
weighed, measured, sexed and aged (when possible) and any other interesting 
information is noted as well.  Some birds are carrying mud to repair old nests 
or build new ones.  Some birds are carrying insects to the young in the nest and 
where possible, those insects are identified.  Sometimes they are carrying  
feathers or other objects to line the nest.  Over the years we have seen them  
carrying chicken and Turkey Vulture breast feathers and one was even carrying 
the tail feather of a Common Poorwill!  
  
 So what has been learned in 30 years?  First of all, it took much longer to 
find where they were wintering but after banding thousands of birds we got a 
recovery from the west coast of Mexico.  While some winter in Texas now, it 
seems that the overwhelming majority of them winter from Jalisco south to 
northwestern Costa Rica, all along the coast.  With most of them roosting in 
mangroves, sugar cane and sorghum fields (and never in caves) perhaps it is not 
so difficult to understand why it took so long to find their winter range.   
Additionally, the birds come in when it is almost too dark to see them.  After 
all, when birders go to the tropics, they spend little time in those habitats,  
especially at dusk.      



 Over 30 years we have banded swallows at Carlsbad Cavern (our  
primary site) and about 20 other sites although over 95% have been taken at the 
cave.  We have learned much about life cycles, sex and age ratios, feeding  
habits, plumage variations, dispersal from other sites (several birds banded at 
the original site in the Glass Mountains near Alpine were recaptured at the  
caverns), and many other aspects. 
 Since our start 19,678 Cave Swallows have been banded at the caverns 
(not including 22 Cave X Barn Swallow hybrids).  We have had 15,480 retrap 
encounters, sometimes of the same bird a dozen or so times.  Over 2500  
different people had served as volunteers without whom this project would 
have never been possible.  They have come from 39 states and 20 countries and 
have ranged from young children to a US Congressman.  
 We band from February or March until the last birds leave, no earlier 
than late October but usually into early November.  Volunteers are always  
welcome to hold poles, collect data or do other tasks essential to handling  
wildlife in a safe manner and as least intrusive as possible.  One of the payoffs 
is being able to be inside the cave when the bats fly out, a wildlife spectacle 
that is hard to equal.  
 Each year we continue to learn new things and we will continue as long 
as we learn new things about this interesting bird that also spends much of it’s 
life underground. If people are interested in volunteering you can contact me at 
wthrswift@yahoo.com. 
 



 Could it have been…. 
Greg Lasley and I were at Balmorhea Lake yesterday morning September 
24th; it was cold and damp and overcast, and when we got to the dam there 
were hundreds of swallows flying/feeding very low over the lake and road, and 
perching on the wires down from the dam. The majority of the birds were Cave 
and Barn Swallows, but there were also a fair number of Tree Swallows and a 
handful of Bank Swallows - I did not see any Violet-greens or Roughwings. 
 We found a bird perched on the wire that looked mostly like a Tree  
Swallow but had large amounts of white visible on the upperparts. We were in 
west Texas on an oding (dragonfly watching) trip and thus did not have a 
telescope with us (lesson learned there...) and through our bins we could not 
discern precise details. All the perched birds flushed before we could attempt 
any photos, but soon after I saw it flying past me and managed to eventually 
get Greg onto it in a melee of swallows feeding inches above the lake surface. 
Frankly, it looks like a rather good match for White-winged Swallow - although 
at the time I was not really sure how extensive was the white on the upperparts 
of that taxon. 
  It had a very large pure white rump/uppertail covert area (running from 
the rear of the wings to the base of the tail - actually extending over the base of 
the upper tail laterally), and small white patches at the base of the wings.  
Otherwise it looked quite like a Tree Swallow except that the underwing  
coverts were as white as the rest of the underparts. The birds had drifted down 
the dam from us and we quickly drove down to try to get close for photos, but 
the flock started to disperse and we never could find it again. After about 40 
minutes there were only a tenth of the swallows nearby as they seemed to  
disperse higher and wider to feed (it was warming slightly and the insect were 
probably rising). 

I got a much better look at it in flight than Greg, but he too saw it in 
flight at a distance, and also perched. We feel that it is either an aberrant form 
of Tree Swallow (or similar) or it is indeed a White-winged Swallow. Note that 
while this taxon is considered a resident species in northern South America, the 
southernmost birds disappear in the Austral winter: in Argentina and southern 
Brazil it is known only from mid-September to April, and the wintering 
grounds of this population are unknown but presumed to be on the northern 
edge of the resident range. There have been recent records from eastern              
Panama and it may be expanding its range to the north. White-winged Swallow 
is found almost exclusively along rivers or at lakes, and there seemed to be a 
lot of aerial food for hirundines at Balmorhea, so maybe it is still around... 
Martin Reid 
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Texas Tweeties by Bob Zeller A Blog for 
Birding and Bird Photography 
http://bobzeller.wordpress.com/2009/09/26/the-hummer-house/ 

 The Hummer House is a quaint bed and breakfast located at Christoval, 
Texas.  If you are thinking that this place is for a chorus that doesn’t know the 
words, you are wrong.  Well, actually it is about a mile outside of Christoval, 
which is about twenty miles south of San Angelo, Texas. 

 I spent part of the day there yesterday.  It is part of the Brown Ranch, 
owned by Dan and Cathy Brown.  It is aptly named for the proliferation of   
various hummingbird species that reside there from about mid-March until late 
September.  Dan and Cathy put out a couple dozen hummingbird feeders. and 
the hummingbirds return each year to this refuge.  Also other bird species and 
wildlife abound there.  Deer and wild turkey are regular visitors every evening.  

                                                                                                                
There is a bird viewing room that measures about 25 feet long with a large 

 

window over-looking the feeders and a small pond.  It will seat about 40     
people, either spectators that like to watch, or photographers.  I am one of the 
latter and this is one of my favorite places to spend time with my cameras. 

 

 

Painted Bunting 



The viewing area is open to the public, for a small fee.  Guests of the bed and 
breakfast can use it at no charge.  But you must call ahead or you won’t able to 
get through the gate.  Because of the popularity of the place, Dan and Cathy 
were forced to lock the gate and put a key-pad on it.  When you make your   
reservation to visit the viewing area, they will furnish you  the number. 

The guest quarters consist of three separate cottages.  The Hummer House that 
accomodates 4-6 adults, The Lodge for 8-10 adults, and The Hideway, a        
romantic little place for 1-2 guests.  All are luxurously appointed and stocked 
with basic cooking ingredients, breakfast foods, fresh fruit, etc.  My wife, Ann, 
and I stay there 2-3 times a year. 

Because of the high population of hummingbirds and other species, it is a 
popular place for the people that do bird-banding.  Literally thousands of birds 
are banded there every year.  Bird-banding is done to keep up with the          
immigration habits of different bird species. 

So for a great birding experience, in the air-conditioned comfort of this       
wonderful place, check it out. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ringed Kingfisher  ***7th record ever for the Concho River valley. 



Malcolm McElvaney dug through the Ward County archives to find old       
photographs of the Monahans Sanddunes. This one dated from the early 1960’s, 
in the years just before the Monahans State Park was created. 
 The dunes and the waterholes had much less vegetation at that time.  
Several  factors may account for this; 1) the drought of the 1950’s had ended a 
few years before. 2) Cattle grazing had been occurring in the sanddunes for 70 
years. 3) Lehmann’s lovegrass had not been introduced yet, an exotic species 
that now plagues many square miles of West Texas. 4) Seepwillow (Baccharis), 
the populations of which exploded in the 1980’s was not nearly as common at 
the time. Another old photograph did show two small seepwillows less than 
three feet tall.  
 The lovegrass and seepwillows may account for many of the sites labeled 
“permanent waterholes” in the original map of the state park to have become 
“temporary waterholes” that only hold water for a few months after significant 
rain events. The increased number of plants may utilize much of the rainfall, 
and not allow its penetration deep into the sand. 
 We encourage others to find old photographs of sites in the region and 
compare them with present-day landscapes. 



Exa Kaye Ainsworth Luman of Milnesand, New Mexico contributed this    
photograph. What is the roadrunner doing? Was it anting? Was it preening? 

 
 
Chris Cherry of Midland          
photographed a robberfly catching 
a tiger beetle on the alkali flats of 
a salina (salt lake.) 



 
 
McElvaney investigated 
soapberries (Sapindus 
drummondii). Was the 
female of this species of 
bug incapable of flight, 
was it physically        
immature or did the 
swollen abdomen       
indicate multiple      
matings?  

 
 
 
What rodent is 
able to deal with 
the saponins in 
the berries of the 
soapberry?  
 
The cache of           
dismantled berries 
was found about 
six feet up, in a 
fork of the tree. 



Don’t Know Much about the Desert? 
 
 
Are you new to the desert?  Or have you lived here your entire life?  Want to 
know what that flower or bird is?  The Asombro Institute for Science       
Education will be hosting “Don’t Know Much about the Desert” a free event 
all about the Chihuahuan Desert on Saturday, October 17, 2009 from 9:00 
am - noon at the Chihuahuan Desert Nature Park, Las Cruces.  Whether you 
are a native that never stopped to appreciate our desert or a newcomer craving 
to learn more; we have the information for you. Visit many different            
educational booths to learn about snakes, edible desert plants, see live local 
wildlife that can be found in your backyard, and more.  There will be arts and 
crafts for the kids.  The Greater Las Cruces Chamber of Commerce             
Conquistadors will conduct the new Arroyo Trail ribbon cutting for our new 
Arroyo Trail at 10:30 a.m.  Please bring your used cell phones, inkjet and laser 
printer cartridges for a recycling fundraiser to support our education programs. 
 
The Chihuahuan Desert Nature Park is located northeast of Las Cruces.  
From I-25 in Las Cruces, head east on Highway 70.  Take the Mesa Grande 
Road exit (at Oñate High School).  Make a U-turn under the highway to head 
west and stay in the right lane.  Turn right (north) on Jornada Road.  Follow 
Jornada Road for 6.4 miles and turn left at the Chihuahuan Desert Nature Park 
sign.  Follow the entrance road to the parking area and trailhead. 
 
The Asombro Institute for Science Education is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to increasing scientific literacy by fostering an understanding of the 
Chihuahuan Desert.  The Asombro Institute provides hands-on science        
education programs for more than 13,000 students throughout southern New 
Mexico and west Texas each year.  Anyone interested in learning more about 
the Asombro Institute for Science Education, membership, and volunteer      
opportunities should call the Institute office at 575-524-3334 or check our web 
site at www.asombro.org . 



Cevallia is a plant of rocky 
soils that seems to be          
increasing its range.      
Midland, Howard and 
Scurry Counties now have      
populations of the species.     
Twenty years ago, it was 
only found to the west of 
the Llano Estacado.  
 
Its hairs will cause serious 
welts on a human’s skin. A 
common name is “Stinging 
Scorpion.” The yellow dots 
are at the base of the hairs. 

 
From a distance the 
plant Cevallia        
appears to be gray in 
color. Small yellow 
blossoms   appear in 
clusters. It has been 
seen   blooming from 
April until            
November. 
 
Chris Cherry photos 



 
 
Nathan Taylor (from west of Lamesa) found a whiptail lizard swimming in a 
playa in Midland County during a Llano Estacado chapter of the Texas Master 
Naturalist field trip led by Lee Ann Linam of the Texas Parks and Wildlife    
Department to search for singing toads. (Five species of toads were found.)  



On the same field trip, Nathan also found an orb weaver having lunch on a 
green-eyed moth. The invertebrates were among the flowers of a Gaura.   



 
Nathan, 15 years old, is a superb observer. He  found this caterpillar on a 
devil’s claw, (Proboscidea louisianica) on his family’s farm while hoeing     
cotton.  The hairs on the plant leave a sticky residue on human fingers, but   
Nathan did not see if the hairs on the caterpillar produced the same results.  



 
 
Nathan found a vine that appeared to have the leaves of climbing snapdragon 
(Mauryanda) now  known as Epixiphium wislizeni. Both of these blooms are 
totally aberrant. The taxon is common in deep sands that have shinoak. The 
lower blossom has all of its petals below exerted stamens, nor does the other 
blossom have the classic snapdragon shape. If it is not a  snapdragon, what in 
the world is it?  



The birth of horny toads  
 
I was the attending naturalist as 24 baby horny toads entered this world. It was 
a busy morning. I justified spending several hours watching these events by 
taking notes to share, so…..let’s go back in time seven weeks and six days…. 
 Early Sunday morning May 27th I happened upon a freshly dug nesting 
burrow occupied by a horny toad. She had backed into the burrow leaving only 
her head and front legs visible. Good judgment prevailed over curiosity so I 
didn’t interrupt her egg laying chore even though I wanted to see and count the 
eggs. An hour later she came out of the burrow and was replacing the dirt. We 
left for church. When we returned she had concealed the site so well that it was 
impossible to tell where the soil had been disturbed, but we knew! According to 
the literature, the Texas Horned Lizard (the horny toad’s correct name) lays 14 
to 37 eggs which hatch in six weeks. 
 So we patiently waited… six weeks, seven weeks, then five more days 
passed and we decided to se what was happening underground. On July 20th 
Don carefully dug in the loose soil and there were two baby horny toads in 
“suspended living” state - excitement reigned! Don quickly replaced the dirt 
and covered the site with a screen-covered wooden frame so they could not 
leave and yet nothing could harm them. Do you suppose they hatch in six 
weeks and then remain underground for two additional weeks to gain strength, 
sort of like being in an incubator? 
 July 21, 9:00 a.m. The first babies are emerging from the loose soil. It is 
difficult to see them, sand still covers their backs, and their heads resemble  
little clods of dirt. Looking closely, we saw them blink their eyes and open their 
mouths. Most of them burrow back under the dirt either partially or completely, 
then re-emerge later. By 10:00 there are ten; three have left the nest area and 
made their way into the pasture. As more come out we see the horns on their 
heads and spines around the edge of their bodies. At 10:15 I observed one    
eating an ant, then he ate three more in quick succession. These are small ants, 
not big red ants like the adults eat. Did the female horny toad realize these 
small ant beds were nearby when she dug her nesting burrow here? Six babies 
have departed and I can see five more. No, six more, two have appeared        
together, one on top of the other. One opened and closed his mouth about 
twenty times. There’s a brown leaf that several have hidden under, but one 
brave baby didn’t hide under the leaf - he climbed on top and surveyed his 
world before heading southwest. 
 



 11:15 a.m.: The babies measure from 1 1/4" to 1 1/2" from the tip of their 
tail to the tip of their mouth. One is still flat looking and has not moved around. 
A total of thirteen have now emerged. The sun is shining now and the flat one 
has perked up. He’s doing push-ups in the shade of some grass - Yea! At 11:40 
the last visible one has gone to seek his fortune. 
 By 6:00 p.m. I have tallied twenty baby horny toads. I found a dead one 
under an edge of the frame. As is nature’s way, the ants fed on the dead horny 
toad. Monday a.m., July 22, two are ready to leave and one barely has his head 
out - that’s a total of 24. It rained 1/4th of an inch early this morning and I hope 
the babies can withstand the cooler temperature. How do they get out of their 
shell? I examined the mouth of one baby for an egg tooth. I could neither see 
nor feel one but the top edge of his mouth has a ridge that is hard enough to  
accomplish this task. Since picture taking is permitted at the Merritts’ Modern 
Birthing Center, we will have some slides of this eggs-citing event for your 
viewing pleasure. 
 
JoAnn Merritt   written in 1990 for the Midland Naturalists’ newsletter 
“The Phalarope” 

The parietal eye 
is a photosensory 
organ connected 
to the pineal 
body, active in 
triggering       
hormone        
production 
(including       
reproduction) and  
thermoregulation. 
It is sensitive to 
changes in light 
and dark, it does 
not form images, 
having only a 
rudimentary   
retina and lens. It 
is visible as an 
opalescent gray 
spot on the top of 
some lizard's 
heads; also    
referred to as 
"pineal eye" or 
"third eye."  
 
 

 Do you see the parietal eye? (photo by Nathan Taylor) 



 
 
 

Tierra Grande Chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists 
     Sightings of migratory Monarchs kicked off the second weekend of training for newbie 
Texas Master Naturalists of the Tierra Grande Chapter at Balmorhea State Park this past weekend, 
September 25-27. Trainees broke free from one of many intensive lectures given by experts such as 
Dr. Bonnie Warnock and Dr. Chris Ritzi (above) to view the beautiful visiting butterflies clustered 
on trees along the spring fed Balmorhea swimming pool as they rested from their southward  
migration to a small oyamel fir forest in Mexico. 
     Lectures for the weekend took a ground up approach, discussing subjects such as soil, grass 
lands, Texas ecology, wildscaping, urban systems, entomology, and birding. Dr. Bonnie Warnock 
and Dr. Chris Ritzi provided key lectures for the group. Tom Johnson, Balmorhea State Park  
superintendent, led trainees on a tour of the restored adobe Calera Chapel and Phantom Spring which 
flows out of Phantom Cave. The depth of the cave is still unknown as it has been literally kept under 
lock and key, covered in heavy metal bars, since two divers died there. At one time the spring fed 
Phantom Lake, which provided water for the agricultural  
production in Calera, Texas. 
     The Tierra Grande Chapter wrapped up the weekend with a wetland volunteer project at 
the Balmorhea State Park Cienega.          Lori Glover 



250 people attended the 5 hour, 5 stop, 50 vehicle tour and field day at the   
Rolling Plains Quail Research Ranch west of Roby, Texas. Director Dr. Dale 
Rollins (above) emceed 25  presentations by students and professors from    
several universities about the findings of quail research being done on the 4720 
acre ranch and elsewhere.  Included were lectures about predators of quail 
(raptors, coyotes, raccoons, roadrunners), the effects of prescribed burns and 
habitat needs for quail, parasite studies, nesting ecology, supplemental feeding, 
how to count quails from helicopters and by call counts in different seasons, 
and quail useful plant identification.   



 
 
120 5th graders from Plains, Morton, and Whiteface attended a two-day  
Playa Lakes Festival organized by Ogallala Commons with presenters from 
Texas Tech University, South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center, and others. 
Students investigated dry playas, attended lectures on macroinvertebrates of 
playas, playa plant identification, raptors and bats of playas, and ducks that 
visit playas.   



Anyone that enjoys the out of doors and lives in or visits the area bounded by a 
line from Wichita Falls to Sonora to El Paso to Portales and back to Wichita 
Falls is welcome to contribute to El Despoblado. The deadline is the 20th of 
each month. Essays, photos, and announcements of upcoming events, reports of 
past events, and poetry are welcomed. (as long as the material is “nature”  
related) 
 
Email material to bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org 


