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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.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Have you ever noticed the rows of “teeth” on the roof of a bird’s 
mouth? The tongue fits into the groove lined with the “teeth.” The  
structures, along with barbs on the tongue helps the bird manipulate 
its food. Chris Cherry took this photo of a scolding Curved-bill 
Thrasher.   



Tierra Grande chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists  
 
 An aoudad ram lowered the streamlined horns that armored his head like 
a high-tech bicycle helmet and planted his hooves in the rocky Hot Springs trail 
that zig zagged up the steep bank of the Rio Grande in Big Bend National Park 
(BBNP). A hiker stood frozen by the ram’s gaze, warned by his stance not to 
come any closer as his healthy herd of dams and kids scrambled up the hill to 
safety. 
  
 The solo hiker, a Texas Master Naturalist, continued searching for sign of 
her classmates who were studying wetland ecology with Jeff Bennett, park hy-
drologist, somewhere further down river. 
  
 Later that day, BBNP Park Wildlife Biologist Raymond Skiles discussed  
mammology with the class, and the hiker asked, “Would an aoudad ram  
charge me?” Skiles, amused, shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.” He then 
asked about the circumstances because one never really knows what a creature 
will do. As they say at Texas Tech, “It depends.” 
  
 Park botanist Joe Sirotnak drove this concept home when he lectured on 
the  potential of a landscape to recover its range of historic variability. He made 
it clear that “ecosystems are complex and not a linear progression of this 
caused that.” We live in web of interdependency. 
  
 The Texas Master Naturalist Program seeks to foster the understanding 
of this concept through education, thus promoting the responsible management 
of natural resources and natural areas. 
  
 “When people are aware, they care and support stewards of land.” Linda  
Hedges, Texas Parks and Wildlife Regional Interpretive Specialist, explained to 
Texas Master Naturalists during the Mt. Livermore hike in late August. 
  
 Big Bend National Park provided the final training ground for Texas  
Master Naturalists the weekend of October 30-31, in a series of four weekend 
sessions spread out over three months. At the end of the series, Texas Master 
Naturalists earned 48 hours of training. Out of 21 trainees, thirteen completed 
the program and received their certificates Saturday night after being served a 
spaghetti dinner prepared by the San Vicente middle school students.  



 
Photo by David Disselhorst 
 
Led by David Corrick, Big Bend National Park geologist, Tierra 
Grande chapter members of the Texas Master Naturalists examine a 
30 million-year-old petrified tree trunk in Big Bend National Park.  
 
(article by Nattalie Keyes)  



Rare Texas fall color comes to Guadalupe Mountains National Park 
in late October and early November.  The most popular trail to view it 
is McKittrick Canyon, a trail rated "moderate" with easy turnarounds 
for  4.8 mile or 6.8 mile roundtrips. The McKittrick Canyon Trail  
follows an intermittent stream through the desert, transition, and   
canyon woodlands to the historic Pratt Lodge, Grotto picnic area, and 
Hunter Cabin.  Other trails in the park also have great fall color,      
including the shorter Smith Spring Trail and Devil's Hall Trail.  For 
more information, visit: www.texasmountaintrail.com/hike or 
www.nps.gov/gumo  
 
Beth Nobles 
Executive Director 
Texas Mountain Trails of the Texas Historical Commission 



A Trip to the Buffalo Trail Scout Ranch 
2009 September 25-27 

 
Steven Schafersman 

Texas Master Naturalist, Llano Estacado Chapter 
 

 
Deep in the scenic Davis Mountains of West Texas lies the Buffalo Trail Scout Ranch 
(BTSR), a large 9,320-acre summer camp of the Boy Scouts of America. Operating since 
1947, the BTSR consists of several buildings, including a mess hall, infirmary, corrals for 
horses, restrooms, administrative and activity buildings, and large tent camping areas. Few 
people except boy scouts and their adult leaders get to see this camp and natural features. 
The natural features include miles of hiking trails through lovely canyons with small rivers, 
ponds, vegetative riparian ecosystems, and volcanic rock outcrops and canyon walls. Other 
areas of the property are more typical of Davis Mountain grassland meadow and desert  
landscapes and plants. The camp can be reserved for camping and hiking by groups only, not 
by individuals, during non-summer months when the camp is devoted to the scouts. Thus the 
Permian Basin Outing Club (PBOC) of the Sibley Nature Center was able to reserve the 
Scout Ranch for a weekend in September. The event proved so delightful that it was  
reserved again for two weekends in  2010, Feb 19-21 and September 24-26.  So everyone 
reading this can visit the Scout Ranch next year if they wish. 
 
Entering the 12-mile road to the Scout Ranch, one sees the common rhyolite volcanic rocks 
in the hills and mountains. This reddish-brown rock was formed by repeated lava flows  
millions of years ago. Very light-colored layered extrusive rocks are visible at the base of 
one outcrop seen from the road. These are pyroclastic volcanic tuffs, formed by ash falling 
from volcanic eruptions. They are so well-bedded that they could be mistaken for  
sedimentary rocks when seen from a distance. Canyon walls of eroded, columnar rhyolite 
surround the ranch buildings at the entrance. The rhyolite preferentially erodes in columnar 
form due to the presence of vertical fractures called joints that formed during cooling.  

 
 
This trip was car-camping, not            
backpacking, so we lived in relative      
luxury. A Canyon Wren sang its        
downward song nearby.  We camped in 
tents, cooked our meals on Coleman 
stoves on picnic tables, and day-hiked the 
trails. The sun was setting behind a   
mountain to the northwest, so the tops of 
the rock formations were bathed in the       
evening's light as we eat dinner in the 
shadows. 
 

Columnar jointing is visible in the rhyolite cliffs 



The next morning 
most of us hiked the 
Green Trail and were 
on it all day          
Saturday. This     
canyon is formed by 
the Little Agua 
River, but the scouts 
call it Wahoo      
Canyon. Leaving 
camp we passed the 
rappelling cliff,  
hundreds of feet 
high. Then we      
entered the forested, 
riparian canyon.   
Different trees, 
shrubs, and flowers 
abound. 

Sunset in Little Agua Canyon 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                    A canyon pond                                                    Boulders in a dry river bed 



Birds are shy and elusive, but butterflies are everywhere. I  spotted and photographed two 
similar butterflies, a Pipevine Swallowtail that I see frequently and a Red-spotted Purple that 
is unfamiliar to me (I had to look it up later to identify it). The Red-spotted Purple is an    
Admiral; in fact, it is extremely polytypic, being conspecific with the White Admiral, a quite 
differently-looking subspecies with prominent white bands. The similarity of the Pipevine 
Swallowtail and the Red-spotted Purple is no coincidence, The Pipevine Swallowtail is toxic 
just like the plant it feeds upon, and the Purple is a Batesian mimic. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
              Pipevine Swallowtail                                                Red-spotted Purple                                                               
 
I saw dozens of Monarchs which were in migration to Mexico. But another butterfly caught 
my eye. It was an Arizona Sister. I later saw several of them and was able to approach them 
closely to photograph. We have two similar Sisters in the U.S. (the other is the California 
Sister), separated by range more than appearance, while Mexico has 36 distinct species of 
this beautiful genus (http://www.mariposasmexicanas.com/Bfly_Names.htm). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
   
                                                                   Arizona Sister 



Deeper in the canyon, the amount of ponded water increases and the vegetation becomes 
more abundant and diverse. The ponds contain algae, small fish, tadpoles, predaceous diving 
beetles, dragonfly nymphs, and other organisms, a complete ecosystem.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Then we came the two most spectacular features of the Green Trail in the Little Agua     
Canyon. First, over a mile up the trail, Needle Rock stands 125 feet tall at the bottom of the 
canyon. We stopped here to rest and stare upward. Richard Galle, the PBOC founder and 
coordinator, told the story of how he climbed this many years ago. He didn't free climb, but 
belayed himself. He said it took him some time to find a way up some parts of it. 
After his climb, the Boy Scouts banned any further climbs. 
 

 
 
 
About 1.5 miles into the canyon, we find a 
large mountain canyon pond. It is just below 
a rock formation appropriately named The 
Notch. The Notch was carved by flood waters 
coming down the canyon just above the pond. 
The pond itself is almost certainly a splash 
basin and is filled with six-inch long fish. I 
was the first to reach it, so I took off all my 
clothes and went skinny-dipping. Hundreds 
of boy scouts swim in the pond every sum-
mer, so I wasn't inordinately disturbing the 
habitat for the animals. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     The Notch Pool 
 
All the members of our group agreed that this canyon was as beautiful as McKittrick Canyon 
in Guadalupe Mountains National Park.  
************************************************************************** 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When it is cold, hummingbirds go into torpor. Dick Ledbetter of Chickasha, Oklahoma sent 
us the photo, so it is not an El Despoblado bird, but our hummers will do the same. The bird 
was taken inside and warmed up, and 24 minutes later it was warm enough to fly.    



     MILLS CANYON 
 
Dr. Nancy McIntyre of Texas Tech University recently visited Mills Canyon on the          
Canadian River in New Mexico. Mills Canyon is a beautiful surprise, opening up              
unexpectedly in the midst of rolling grasslands. Its varied terrain includes redrock canyon, 
pinyon, juniper, and ponderosa pine, and a cottonwood riparian zone beside the Canadian 
River. To get there, travel 10 miles north of Roy on New Mexico Highway 39. Turn left 
(west) onto Forest Road 600 at the Mills Canyon Campground sign and continue 9 miles to 
the river. 
 
The photographs of Beth Nobles, Chris Cherry, and Dr. McIntyre are an example of the 
value of Facebook. With a growing network of naturalists in the El Despoblado, people are 
sharing photos and information not only about places, but also about individual species. 
Listserves such as Tex-birds and the New Mexico Native Plant Society list serve focus on 
particular groups of organisms, but Facebook allows a broader range of  news about organ-
isms to be shared. The personal Facebook page of the editor of El Despoblado, Burr        
Williams, now has 345+ participants, and continues to grow by 2-5 people each day. If you 
are a member of Facebook, Consider posting something to his “Wall” when you would like 
to share it with El Despoblado readers and  others.     



Erik Breden of Andrews photographed this wafer-lid trapdoor spider. With the 
fall rains many people in the region have seen this species and inquired about it 
via emails or phone calls to the Sibley Nature Center. Possibly the rain made 
them emerge when their holes became too damp, or it may be breeding season 
(stimulated by the fall rain) like tarantulas are stimulated by the summer    
thunderstorms. The Austin Montessori kids of the Odessa schools went to that 
city’s Comanche Trails park and also found the species. The taxon is also   
sometimes known as the grass spider, for its habit of building its tunnel under a 
bunchgrass clump.  



 When this photo by Nathan Taylor was posted on Facebook, it stimulated a           
discussion between entomologist Howard Beuhler of Las Cruces and Joshua Stuart Rose 
(now of Amherst, Massachussets, and a regular Bugguide contributer). It was identified by 
Rose as a caterpillar of the Snowberry Clearwing Moth but the discussion centered on the 
webbing that held it to the coralberry, and the black mass at the rear end.  
 “looking at the irregular black wad at the critter's tail end, and the cat's posture, could 
it have just shed its skin? It would then be curled around to eat the shed, fairly common be-
havior; and the threads might then not be silk, but some sort of connective tissue, perhaps 
tracheal linings as are often visible in dragonfly exuvia” (Rose) and “To me it looks like a 
fungal pathogen is attacking the caterpillar. It is common for infected insects to go to the top 
or the ends of plant branches/leaves as they get ready to die - hence the common name 
"summit disease".” (Beuhler)     



 

Tree tobacco closeup (photograph by Debi Cates, West Odessa) 



 
 
Malcolm McElvaney found fall foliage in the Monahans Sanddunes. Black 
Willow turns golden at one of the “seeps” hidden among the dunes. 



Local sightings of “Mojave rattlesnakes” are a symptom of hysteria 
                                       caused by “nature-deficit disorder”  
 
 
We humans like to scare ourselves. We would rather believe tabloid hyperbole than seek out 
fact. Humans gather at car wrecks and disasters and gawk. Urban legend and folklore is    
believed implicitly and whole-heartedly. It is the way we are – believing outrageous and   
ridiculous stories, and adding to them ourselves, stretching the story even more to make it 
our own. 
 
For at least five years, the Sibley Nature Center has been receiving reports of people finding 
Mojave rattlesnakes locally. The folktale that Mojave Rattlesnakes have recently emigrated 
into Midland and Ector County has become a widely accepted belief. A half-dozen “positive 
specimens” have been brought to us – but when the dead snake gets here, somehow it has 
turned into a Diamondback Rattlesnake. Mojave Rattlesnakes do not live anywhere this side 
of the Pecos River.  
 
Less than a hundred specimens of Mojave rattlesnakes have been scientifically collected in 
the state of New Mexico, and most of those come from the far southwestern boot heel of the 
state. A few have also been collected in New Mexico northeast of El Paso west of the     
Guadalupe Mountains. In Texas they have been collected in Brewster, Presidio, Hudspeth, 
and Culberson counties.  
 
It only takes five minutes of Internet searching to learn that Mojave rattlesnakes do not live 
east of the Pecos River.  
 
The Mojave rattlesnake is dreaded for good reason. The Mojave rattlesnake is the only     
rattlesnake in the United States with a neurotoxin. Mojave rattlesnake neurotoxins cause 
rapid, respiratory constriction or paralysis, and then heart failure (in mice and kangaroo rats, 
their favored prey), but actually rarely kill humans. Hemmorhagic toxins (the toxin of all 
other rattlesnakes) work slower, causing tissue destruction, then hemorrhaging if severe (but 
again, rarely fatal in humans). One researcher reports that out of 8000 rattlesnake bites (of all 
species), five deaths occurred.  
 
“But the white bands on the tail are larger than the black bands, and that makes it a Mojave 
Rattlesnake!” say the believers of the myth. They are adamant and a couple of them have 
gotten irate, huffy, stuffy and blustered and sputtered when told Mojave Rattlesnakes do not 
live in Ector or Midland County. Without a doubt the snakes shown to us have had larger 
white bands. It is not the diagnostic characteristic between the species. The white and black 
tail bands on diamondback rattlesnakes are variable. Mojave rattlesnakes have two (and 
rarely three) scales between the supraocular scales. The supraocular scales are the scales 
above the eye. Diamondback rattlesnakes have four or more supraocular scales. It is that 
simple.  



The myths associated with Mojave rattlesnakes are incredible. Michael Cardwell, a           
researcher at Loma Linda University who spent four years in the field studying Mojave    
rattlesnakes has a webpage of myths about Mojave rattlesnakes. Among the myths he has 
heard include one told in west Texas; that Mojave rattlesnakes do not rattle because they are 
incapable of rattling.  
 
The stories get wilder – that they produce 150 babies (not the maximum of eight that has 
been recorded), that they are a hybrid snake produced by the United States government to 
put down in the Viet Cong’s tunnels in Vietnam and then purposefully released in the United 
States by the government (supposedly to stop illegal immigration), that their toxin is always 
fatal, or failing that, that Mojave rattlesnake toxin remains in the body for life, and will turn 
a person’s blood to jelly as they age. The most common myth about Mojave rattlesnakes 
claims that they are highly aggressive and will chase people.  
 
The power of the myths about Mojave Rattlesnakes amazes me. It also troubles me. It seems 
that for many people “nature” is scary and horrible and terrifying. At the Sibley Center, we 
have seen children panic at seeing a few bees working on a flower and say, “those are killer 
bees and if you get too close they will attack”, or say “I hate all spiders – they are all        
poisonous”, or “do not touch that butterfly – it is covered with germs – all bugs are covered 
with germs that can kill you,” and worst of all, “don’t sniff that flower – it is poisonous and 
will make you sick.” 
 
Where do children learn such fear? Some of such beliefs might come from the parents, and 
some of it may come from television commercials. Advertisers hype the efficacy of their 
products, and hype the threats from which their products will protect us. As adults, will our 
children be so fearful of the out-of-doors that they will never venture beyond the confines of 
house, work, and automobile? Or do we already have a generation of young adults imbued 
with such fear? From where else might the fear come? 
 
The Human-Environment Research Laboratory at the University of Illinois have published 
research that indicates that children with ADD and ADHD improve remarkably when in-
volved with experiences in   nature. Environmental psychologists Stephen and Rachel    
Kaplan of the University of   Michigan have published papers about adults suffering from 
“directed attention fatigue” in which the symptoms are irritability, inability to concentrate, 
agitation, and impulsive behavior. Directed attention fatigue occurs in the workplace where 
the individual concentrates all day on one set of tasks. When these adults experience         
activities such as camping, canoeing, fishing, and backpacking the symptoms are minimized 
if not eradicated, and perform better at their tasks than before the experiences in nature.  
 
The myth about Mojave rattlesnakes occurring locally is a symptom of “nature-deficit      
disorder.” Our regional culture (of shared knowledge) is woefully ignorant of the natural 
world around us. The majority of us do not know what shares the natural world with us here 
in our very own home and worst of all – our fear of it borders on hysteria.  
        Burr Williams 



Photo (from Facebook) by Susan Thompson of TCEQ, who says” 
“This is one of my favorite grasshopper species - Great Crested Grasshopper 
a.k.a. Dinosaur Grasshopper, Tropidolophus formosus. I found in on snakeweed 
when I was hiking at Wildcat Bluff Nature Center in Amarillo.”  
 
She also reports that El Despoblado is one of the major regions in the world for 
grasshopper diversity. Maybe someday there will be an illustrated guide to the 
grasshoppers of the Llano Estacado and surrounding regions! 
 
Sibley Nature Center staff have noticed that sightings of this species seem to be 
erratic. Although staff members have seen them near Carlsbad, near Matador, 
and even on Sibley Nature Center property, it is never a species that is       
dominant in numbers, and does not show up every year at any one location. 
Grasshoppers are prone to great population explosions . Boopedon nubilum, a 
black species with blue wings, reached pest populations between Midland and 
Odessa this year, but it is normally rarely seen. 



From A Charm of Finches, by Penny Miller of Wichita Falls;  
 
I am convinced for reasons of safety, there needs to be a birding lane on the 
highways (or nature-watching lane.) I was going to Iowa Park late last week 
and saw hawks about every half mile--vultures, kestrels, red-tailed hawks, and 
Swainson's were ones I could quickly identify at 70 mph. There were some I 
just couldn't get a good enough look at. 
 
I was driving to Vernon yesterday and was checking out the wildlife on the 
way. There should be plenty of deer for the hunters this year--I saw several 
along the highway between 8 and 8:30 AM. I also saw a large V of geese high 
in the sky. I was trying to get a good look to determine the species, but wasn't 
able to make them out well enough at 70 mph. Fortunately, there wasn't a lot of 
traffic (not that it would have mattered much to me, but probably a good thing 
for other drivers on the highway.) At 70 mph by the time you can safely stop on 
the shoulder of the road, the birds are long gone. 
 
Yep, we need a lane of the highway you can go much slower and stop to check 
out the birds, deer, and other neat critters (had a bobcat pass in front of me the 
other morning.) I can just hear the response of Rep Thornberry, and Sen 
Hutchison/Cornyn on that idea! (October 28th, 2009) 
 
*************************************************************** 

 
This perfectly matches a  
Livermore point in a field guide 
to Texas arrowheads. It was 
found in Midland County,     
however, a long way from the 
Davis Mountains. The Livermore 
phase people lived there in the 
800’s to the 1300’s. The finder of 
the point has contacted Dr. 
Robert Mallouf of Alpine, the 
leading expert of the Livermore 
phase, but Dr. Mallouf has not 
yet verified the point.   



The Big Bend region is better known in Texas for folks living green, 
trying to create sustainable lifestyles. But Amarillo has plans too; 

     Mariposa Ecovillage 

Mariposa is being designed to be a sustainable community, one that can 
support its residents indefinitely without degrading the environment, one 
that is affordable and accessible to all who wish to live there, one where  
basic needs for food, recreation, health care and employment can be met 
within the community's footprint.  Certain principles and practices will 
guide all aspects of the community from construction techniques, to food 
production and water harvesting, to our deed restrictions and shared      
equity provisions.    

Our community members will represent a wide diversity of ages and       
incomes and have their choice of pueblo style condos, patio homes,      
townhouses, live/work homes, and a few detached homes. All homes will 
feature natural and energy efficient healthy building materials with very 
low utility costs.   Wind and solar energy will provide most of our energy. 
Mariposa will feature water conservation through the use of rain water 
catchment; no well water will be used for landscaping or irrigation. 

Recreation will be available on 300+ acres of undisturbed natural  wildlife 
habitat, shared community areas and on ball fields and playgrounds.  Food 
from community gardens, greenhouses and orchards will be within walk-
ing distance as will the Enterprise area which will feature green busi-
nesses.  Residents will be encouraged to work in one of the "resident" busi-
nesses and in the ongoing development of the community.  

Construction was started on Mariposa's Phase 1 June, 2009.  

The first building will be the Mariposa Hospitality Center, which will      
include offices and a display area for maps and plans, plus a natural  
building lending library, restroom and a refreshment area.  The walls of 
this building will be Megablocks - www.earthcomegablock.com.  With this 
thick mass wall, interior temperatures without any additional heating or 
air conditioning should be a maximum of 72 degrees in the summer and a 
minimum of 62 degrees in the winter.  This building will use rain water 
catchment and a low tech and very affordable solar heating system. 



Dr. Susan Tomlinson of Texas Tech leads the Natural History and Humanities 
program at the University.  
 
Among the classes is her “Introductory Fieldcraft”  
 
Course Description: 
This NHH course  will focus on the way field skills and interpretation of     
landscape and environment are used in the natural history tradition. We will 
cover keeping a comprehensive nature journal, identifying flora and fauna, and 
mapmaking. Students will also learn to interpret and express their field          
experiences, and the way natural history and environment impact society 
through writing and drawing. Weekly field trips and a camping/canoe trip will 
be required.  
 
This class will be a “deep study” of the Llano Estacado and the southwestern 
region of the United States. We will use “The Mappist,” a short story by Barry 
Lopez, as a guide to that study, and will feature an indigenous plant (Mesquite) 
and bird (Lesser Prairie Chicken) as subjects of deep study. 
 
The field journal is a powerful component in the naturalist’s bag of tools. With 
it, the naturalist documents plants and animals, creates maps of discovery, and 
chronicles field experiences. In this course, we will learn the culture, history, 
and purpose behind the naturalist’s journal—both traditional versions, like 
those of Lewis and Clark, and more contemporary versions, such as those kept 
today on “blogs.” We will also keep our own nature journals—traditional and 
contemporary—using skills we acquire in class, like drawing, writing, and 
mapmaking. At the same time, we will learn regional ecology, focusing on    
geology and archeology, and the identification of birds and plant life. This 
course will also include a service-learning project in which students will create 
a naturalist’s blog for a local ecology/archeology site.  
 
(Editor’s note; the site is Tahoka Lake, where the landowner is setting up a 
501c3 non-profit to preserve the location as an educational and research site.) 
 
Google “The Shinoak Companion” to learn more about the program. 


