EL DESPOBLADO

DECEMBER 2009
El despoblado means “the unpopulated country,” and was a s used for much of West Texas and east-
ern New Mexico during the 1700’s by the soldiers of theptesidial” line of Northern Mexico.
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Invertebrates of the Sanddunes

Nathan Taylor photos
Arthropod diversity is poorly recorded in many places. Toeedible intricacy

of their colors, shapes, and relationships with thetplahtheir respective
habitats can be totally amazing. Many folks become natgdecause of
wildflowers, birds, or herptiles, but with digital photaghy maybe more folks
will become intrigued with invertebrates. May those witieriest in butterfly
and dragonfly observation expand their horizons!



Invertebrates of the Pecos River Canyons and Breaks
Photos by the Llano Estacado chapter of the Texastd Naturalists

The millipede has a symbiotic relationship witheart species, the
caterpillar only feeds on mountain laurel, thetBlideetles are
lekking, the grasshopper only feeds on tarbrush...



Arthropods of the Mesquite Brushland
Llano Estacado Master Naturalists
photos



The eight habitats of the Llano Estacado

The Llano Estacado is where the arid lands of the battie the humid
lands of the east. Every twenty years the arid landgive never-ending
confrontation and a multi-year drought occurs. The worst drondf@0 years
appears to have finally ended. From 1992 until the fall of 200dgiht blasted
us. In 2004 there was not a blade of grass in the pastwoesd Midland — but
now, the beauty of golden grasses blanket the landscape.

There are eight major habitats on and around the Llarc#&tt. Three
western habitats are found on the Llano — sanddune, gygsdishallow
gravelly soil. The sand dunes that stretch from Ctark®rt Sumner west of
the Llano are duplicated on the Llano itself, usualyhe north and east of the
headwater draws of the rivers to the east. Shinoak, sastepsn, Ord's
kangaroo rats, and kit foxes are indicator species afahddunes.

The plants and animals that live along the alkaliretdtes of the Pecos
River can be found near the alkaline salt lakes (Salmashe Llano itself.
Pickleweed, snowy plovers, saltbush, alkali sacatortf@dtroduced salt
cedar are associated species of the gyp habitat. Somassate large and have
extremely alkaline bottoms with loess deposits to theiraas north. Loess is
extremely soil particles blown up and out of the splayas.

Two habitats of shallow gravelly soils are presetite-shortgrass
prairies of the far western reaches of the Llanodasta, north of Hobbs and
west of Plains. Pronghorn antelope are often sighted im#higat, grazing on
buffalo grass, burro grass, and nibbling the new leaves déeamimosa. Very
little mesquite is found in this habitat. To the south aedtwf the Llano, the
creosotebush/tarbrush habitat on gravelly soil is afteminant. On the
southern stretches of the Llano (south of Johnson Ptaw habitat, more
commonly found in the Chihuahuan Desert (to our south and,west)
iIs commonly found.

On the east are the breaks of the rivers of TekasGbncho, the
Colorado, the Brazos, and the Red. Plants and animals fodimel imore humid
regions of the state use the river bottoms and thenhbadwater draws for
access to the Llano. The canyons (Palo Duro, Tule, Whier,Rand
Yellowhouse) can be considered a habitat of the Llano. <dpas raccoons,
chittamwood trees, and other organisms indicate this eastkrence. South
of the Llano Estacado are the canyons of the Pecos Riglatsatributary
draws.



The headwater draws of the Llano are an importantdratiid migrating
birds and monarch butterflies. Isolated groves of hacklaemdysoapberry give
shelter to gray foxes, porcupines, massasauga rattlesaakiesnailseed vine.
Mesquite has always grown in the draws, noted by earlyexsl such as
Captain Randolph March in 1849.

On the Llano the dominant habitat is mesquite brushlanded to be
midgrass prairie — grasses up to knee-tall height. Rasmofften clear mesquite
to try to reclaim what was once maintained by fire and iprdmgs. Mesquite
was originally confined to draw bottoms that had deeper soilsnanel
moisture, which allowed them to reach a height that ess damaged by
herbivores and fires.

The Llano Estacado is dotted by thousands of playase Hner20,000
or more clay-bottomed playas. From the air after a re@gason the Llano
Estacado is a plain of ponds — at least one for everyeaquiée. All of the
playas (when filled) give winter homes to thousands ckdu one of the most
important ecological roles the Llano Estacado.

Within each of these habitats, there are microhtsbghaped by changes
in soil and slope, and specific organisms prefer certatnofmabitats. Layers of
subtlety abound.

Humans have created the eighth habitat — the urbart.fttresseven
more dynamic than the other habitats, for new speciesgahisms are found
yearly, accidently brought in by our actions. Whenllaneros travel across
our home bioregion, knowledge of the eight major habitatgige a frame-
work for understanding of what we see, and gives us wayisderd the diver-
sity within the landscape. | love the subtlety of owiwa, | love our incredible
sunsets, and | love the hardiness of the plants anchihat manage to sur-
vive the extremes of temperature and rainfall. The lamsshapes us, too, for
the extremes of the climate and the stark qualithef@andscape help
determine our perspectives and personalities.

Every bioregion has a set of major habitats, but moee@ucational
facilities does not even attempt to educate the childfé¢ime residents of any
bioregion about their own home landscape. Our human socetfyetame like
a culture in a test-tube, unaware of the surroundings beterlartiting
confines.



Christmas Bird Counts

Why do people go out in all sorts of weather to count birds\guudubon
Christmas Bird Counts?

An hour before sunrise, with the temperature in the tegnthe birdwatcher
closes the door of the vehicle softly. Even so, the resogrudick is loud in the
darkness. The vehicle eases away as the birdwatcher apecfoses the ranch
gate. In is a grove of soapberries and hackberriesanairay, the birdwatcher
finds a place out of the wind to listen for owls. As he husikiewn, a large

bird nervously flaps its wings high in a nearby tree, thied settles down
again. Coyotes warble, sending stories down the draw.

A pair of Great Horned Owls hoots as he waits. Withfitisé gray light the
shape of the large bird that fluttered can be seenbiftieatcher waits,
shivering. In a few more minutes, the features of a Gditsgle materialize
only 25 feet away. It glares down, refusing to become alhrifiee birdwatcher
does not move, and the Eagle’s attention is diverted bywigg sound in a
neighboring tree where a porcupine nibbles its going-to-slesgksn

White-Crowned Sparrows begin to flit in a lotebush thicktetir plaintive
songs jump-starting other birds to wakefulness. Pyrrhuloxigesquierulously,
not quite ready to begin feeding. The mew of a Spotted Toadeplains at
the fuss of the Sparrows from deeper in the lotebusketi

Not far down the draw, a caliche pit retains run-offavdtom the streets of
town. The birdwatcher stands and walks around the Eaglehtading to the
pit. “Don’t be bothered, Sir.” The Eagle seems to understamteerely
shakes to fluff out his feathers in an effort to retaiat lzgainst the early
morning chill. The birdwatcher winds among the trees;kdiiag the fallen
leaves.

The noise startles a Gray Fox. It scampers across anaopa, then climbs one
of the hackberries to a bramble of interior branches knasva witches’ broom.
The fox stretches out on the biggest branch, almost ledetp hidden. A
Bobwhite Quail begins to call from a patch of tall Kochised® answered by
another from the shin-oaks that blanket the sand dunes swthh of the draw.



The pink light of the rising sun glows on the oil tank battgrthe end of the
tree grove. The birdwatcher notices a dark shape at itkifapg his

binoculars, he admires a Roadrunner with its back to thetsuaathers spread
and lifted so its dark skin can gather warmth from thee ©ther birds are
working their way to the tops of the trees the birdwat@lrleft, for the same
reason. Three Mockingbirds, two Cardinals, and a Shrike so@amant the
upper branches.

In the nearest hackberry, tiny birds begin to flit. Thellwatcher backtracks,
and soon is scribbling down that two Ruby-Crowned Kingletsfi@ad
Yellow-rumped Warblers were spotted. “Yank! Yank!” The biedaher
searches his memory: “Is that the Red-breasted or theeWin#asted
Nuthatch?” From the pocket of his coat, the birdwatcher jaulisld guide to
find the answer. In the same tree, what appears t@leea of bark spirals up
the trunk. Ah-ha! A Brown Creeper!

In winter birds of several species often flock togethehag search for food.
Such behavior serves partly for defense, since many pgépredators
quicker. Also, the tiny insect eggs and larvae most arelsag for are hard to
find, and many eyes collaborate to find the best foraging.areas

The birdwatcher crosses several hundred yards of grassy dri@mmlmot the
way to the caliche pit. A Jackrabbit bounces from undargelAlkali Sacaton.
Meadowlarks soar off in a low arc out of his way. Vespem®ps flit a few
feet, flashing the white edges along the sides of thiésr /aSavannah Sparrow
clings to a grass stalk long enough for the birdwatchentbtfie yellow

“lores” on the sides of its head. Several more sparrowsduibly, eluding
identification. The birdwatcher decides not to chase tliemrmow he can hear
sounds from the caliche pit: duck whistles and quacks and lelsugkd snorts,
along with the rattle of a Belted Kingfisher.

Above the caliche pit, erosion has carved a half deegefoot deep and four
foot wide arroyos that snake through scattered hackberrisema places, the
trees have been undercut and now bridge the arroyos. Theaksher slides
down into one, knowing that it will come out at a very adageous
observation post overlooking the water in the pit.



Where three of the arroyos converge, a hackberry logréggged detritus from
the last flood flowing in from town. From within the bhysle, a Song Sparrow
chips at a Lincoln Sparrow nervously twitching as it peclkseatls on the
ground. “Move over, little guy,” the Song Sparrow seems taagag. Then it
notices the birdwatcher, gives its warning note and botm@pardive into the
brushpile.

The alarm of the birds startles a Cotton Rat, whichrges from the open sand
of the arroyo bottom to the brushpile as well. Whenbihdwatcher moves
closer, the sparrows fly out the other side, and a Sttarmed Hawk swoops
down from a nearby tree, neatly catching one. The mewef the Hawk
causes an immediate cessation of bird noise, bothtfierpit and the
surrounding trees. The birdwatcher sighs and sits down, ikgatwvill take
about five minutes before the birds forget the presencesdfatvk and start
their morning foraging again.

Leaning back against the dirt wall of the arroyo, thevieaidher idly scans the
skies. Birdwatching is a matter of luck, sometimes. Dinuftous glance
produces results. This time, circling high, several hawksaen. One can be
identified without binoculars as it turns and flashesdtktail in the sun. A
hawk flying much higher up is also a Red-tail, but the darkiobetween is a
puzzle. The pattern on its underwings is black and whitec@ues the field
guide again. Hmmm... could it be a dark form Rough-legged? Oryotwo
are seen each winter by local birdwatchers. Does/é hagpale tail with a dark
terminal band? My, my! How nice!

The birdwatcher scribbles more notes. The sighting wighmusive in this
count. At the countdown, the other birdwatchers will ask dted the proper
fieldmarks. Sometimes the questioning is so thoroughnitseem rough and
rude. But the count is based on rules of science, andwaaicher questioned
thusly should not take offense or be embarrassed to admit toanotighly
identifying a bird. People who do take offense become knownrasKjoot”
birders, notorious for reporting birds never before se¢hercounty area.



When the birdwatcher finishes his notes, he becomes dlarthe birds are
making noise again. From his vantage point, he carnsemesquite thicket
above the opposite side of the caliche pit. Hundreds of LaritiBys are
landing in the bushes and peering down at the water. AaiBlackbirds also
arrive — Red-winged and Brewer’s Blackbirds both, along ®@@lwbirds and
Great-tailed Grackles. At a water hole, birds comeaves, the first wave
often occurring about two hours after sunrise.

Mourning Doves also arrive in groups of five and ten, andddedarks as
well. From the bushes above the pit, ten or twentysbaan always be seen
either coming or going to the water. The birdwatcher olesetlve parade for
ten or more minutes, before it vanishes in a split secoadHasrier Hawk
appears, seemingly out of nowhere, above the water.

The ducks in the pond panic, fifty going in fifty direxis. Before all are out of
view the birdwatcher is able to identify Mallards by tr@mnge feet, Shovelers
by their large bills, Wigeons by their whistle, Pitgdy their long tails, Buffle-
heads by their whiteness, and Green-winged Teal bywinte bellies and
small size. He can only estimate the numbers of eachwdl never know

what other birds had spent the night in the pit.

Since the warp and woof of the morning had been ripped asuneler, t
birdwatcher strolled to the pond, not expecting to see mudh AtGreat Blue
Heron croaked loudly as he came into view, and launchell stsyward,
voiding a white stream to lighten its load. Three Cootsskattering to the
other end of the water, squawking and fussing as theipfer-patted on its
surface.

The birdwatcher began to hear fuss notes from sevgeales, all still upset
over the hawk’s previous disturbance and now his. In a hagkbear the
pond, Bewick’s Wrens and Cactus Wrens twitched their watls fury. A
Ladder-backed Woodpecker also fussed, sounding a metallic clankeA B
Gray Gnatcatcher whipped the air with its tail, scoldheyworld at large.



After only three hours of a twelve hour day, we leaeeltindwatcher to feast
upon a thousand wonderful sights, marveling at the cosritfesstories played
out unnoticed by human eyes on every other day of the year.

Participating in a Christmas Bird Count is a wonderfulalitd person unites
with and interacts with nature in a most intimate Wae natural world is a
gift from powers much greater than mere humans. A birciveathonors that
gift by learning more each and every year, becoming matermme intimate
with the glories that surround our man-made environments.

A Christmas Count unites people as well. At the countdden sundown,
everyone will gather to share their stories. Fellowshthiwa common
endeavor is one humanity’s greatest joys. All will feesbne big family, their
faces flushed by the stimulus of a day spent outside.

Ornithological science will be served by the group’s endesa\Changes in
bird populations can be diagnosed from the data gatheree Ao+
Christmas Counts performed nationwide. New birdwatchergauileach year
to spread awareness and interest in conserving and presgpaicgs and
places for all the creatures of Creation.

Photo of
Pyrrhuloxia

Nathan Taylor



Scaled quall
In 6 inches of now

Whitewinged dove in winter
sandstorm

Inca Doves in
10 degree
temperatures



Christmas color, West Texas style



The blue quail is a most-beloved bird on ranches iddslpoblado. Most
ranchers have a “pet” covey known as a “little buntfthere is a little pecan
grove on the place, the “little bunch” grows to two hundrechore, drawn by
the mowed green grass providing seeds and grasshoppers facdosthnt

little puddles of water to drink and delightful shade for thherabon siesta. The
quail, known in bird books as scaled quail, opportunistically la@ognd the
barns, the sick-cow tending pen, the house stock tankharthickens (if
chickens are kept.) Nothing gets a ranch family madder thrasofmeone to
shoot into “the little bunch.” If the family wants to lea& quail fry they “go
over into the pasture” to hunt, and never ever kill the ondgdiduse.






Apple Wood of Milnesand did the impossible;
She photographed a pocket gopher!



Fungi on 40 acres of shinoak dunes west of Lamesa — Nathaor Ppaglitos
Fungi are another group of organisms rarely thoroughly recondaalyi one
location. This grouping of 15 does not include the earth$tarfound and
published in an earlier EI Despoblado.



These are exciting times for an avid naturalisthveligital
cameras comes an easy way of recording the lifesnoding
us. With the Internet we have incredible numbensesburces
available for learning to identify what we find. Wiemail
and Facebook we have almost instantaneous comntionmisa
to actively network and share information. Cellpésn
connect parties in the field (although El Despoblads more
dead zones than the rest of the country!) GPS dsaltow
us to pinpoint locations of rare species. Digitairsd
recording devices and multi-gig jumpdrives are ubktfols,
as well.

Exploring the out-of-doors is good for the bodynchand
soul! Naturalists are always discovering sometmegy to
marvel at, to wonder about, and to learn more about

Please contribute to El Despoblado if you live iirvigit the
region from Wichita Falls to Del Rio to El PasoRortales.
The deadline is the 20th of each month. All pastes of the
newsletter are on the Sibley Nature Center website,
www.sibleynaturecenter.org in the Newsletters secfi he
first issue list the many organizations that inngge the
region. Please create a Facebook page and pasplyotos
and observations after you get out and explore —+esyaur
excitement and wonder! Link to the Facebook pagel of
Despoblado editor Burr Williams so over 450 pedple
December 3rd) can share your discoveries!



