
 EL  DESPOBLADO 
FEBRUARY 2010 

 

El despoblado is the term used by presidial soldiers in the late 1770’s for the 
region controlled by the Natages and Llanero Apaches (who became the  
Mescaleros).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bastard toadflax (Comandra umbellata, Sandalwood family.) It is 
"hemiparasitic", like indian paintbrushes- it photosynthesizes but also steals  
nutrition from its neighbors. These parasites are unpredictable, never common. 
This specimen was found.near Milnesand, New Mexico by Judith Jones, who 
led a native plant walk there for the 2009 Lesser Prairie Chicken Festival.    



February Tour in Big Bend National Park 
 
Wanting to get in a great tour at Big Bend? 
Then join the Friends of Big Bend National Park in the park on Saturday 
February 20 for one of two member outing options. 
 
Option 1:  
The first outing will be to the top of the saddle on the Mesa de Anguilla 
just east of Lajitas. This will be a most of the day outing and about 8 
miles round trip. This is an area of the park that many folks don't get to 
see, much less guided by the park's Chief of Interpretation David  
Elkowitz. It includes the base of the Mesa lower country hiking and then a 
good hill climb with switch backs to the top of the Saddle. Once up, a won-
derful view of the mesa is the reward. We will stop for a sack lunch along 
the way (bring your own). This is a lesser used route for many and new to 
most. It has great views of the Mesa's unusual formations up top.  
Recommend good hiking shoes, sun screen, lunch or snacks and water. 
Meet at 9AM in the Lajitas Resort parking lot. 
 
Option 2: 
The second outing is to Indian Head and is started by the Big Bend Motor 
Inn in Study Butte. This hike is a relatively easy 1/2 miles or so but 
includes incredible native American sites. There are many signs of past 
occupation by those cultures of Native Americans who used Indian Head 
including great petroglyphs in the volcanic rocks. The tour will include in-
formation about who these people were. Bring your own water and sun-
screen. Meet in the parking lot of the Big Bend Motor Inn in Study Butte 
at 10AM.There is no cost for either outing, and you are responsible for 
your own water and food.  
*************************************************************** 
The Monarch Teacher Network in New Jersey to bring their workshop 
"Voices from the Land"  to Palo Duro Canyon, 15 miles outside of 
Canyon, Texas, on June 10-11, 2010.    More information about this 
workshop is available at http://www.eirc.org/website/Programs-+and+-
Services/Monarch-Teacher-Network/Voices-From-The-
Land.html.  Specfic workshop registration information will be available 
from this site in the spring.  



 Catclaw Clarification 
Steve Nelle, NRCS San Angelo 

 
Across West Texas, there are several plant species commonly referred to as “catclaw.”  
These familiar shrubs bear short, stout, curved thorns that closely resemble a cat’s claw.   
 
The four most common species of catclaw will be described so that we can better learn to 
appreciate and recognize the differences.  Many ranches will have only one or two of these 
catclaws, but some ranches in West Texas have all four species.  These four species of 
catclaw can look similar but a careful observer can see the differences, especially by looking 
at the flowers.  Two of these common catclaws are in the genus Acacia, while the other two 
are in the genus Mimosa. 
 
Catclaw acacia, Acacia greggii, may be the most common of the four.  It generally grows in 
deeper soils and can occur from the Gulf Coast, all the way to the Trans-Pecos.  It usually 
grows as a scrubby bush, but can also grow into an attractive small tree with a gnarly trunk 
and a nicely shaped canopy.  The flowers are elongated and cream colored.  The bean pods 
are large and twisted with a few large seed. 
 
Roemer acacia, Acacia roemeriana, can be found growing in shallow rocky soils in South 
Texas, the Edwards Plateau and the Trans-Pecos.  Roemer acacia is by far the best browse 
plant of the four catclaws.  Roemer acacia is often heavily browsed by goats, white-tailed 
deer, mule deer and exotics.  It can grow into a spindly tree, but more often it is a low-
growing shrub.  The flowers are round, cream-colored puff balls.  The young twigs have a 
characteristic deep red-maroon coloration.  The bean pods are large and often a distinct   
copper color with large seed.  
 
Catclaw mimosa, Mimosa biuncifera, has the nastiest thorns of the four species.  The 
wicked thorns usually occur in pairs.  Angora goat raisers had a special dislike of catclaw 
mimosa because young, long-haired goats would get tangled and caught in these bushes and 
either starve to death or be easy prey for a predator.  The thorns are strong enough to tear 
clothing, so folks familiar with this bush are careful where they walk.  The flowers are 
sparse white puff balls.  The bean pods, which occur in clusters and which may bear spines, 
are much smaller than the two Acacia’s.  This species of catclaw often has characteristic  
zig-zag twigs.  Catclaw mimosa can grow thick enough to be a problem, especially in parts 
of the Trans-Pecos, although control is seldom justifiable.  Extremely cold temperatures and 
fire can keep it suppressed.  
 
Fragrant mimosa, Mimosa borealis, grows on a variety of soil types.  It is a nondescript 
bush, except when blooming.  The pink to rose-colored, puff ball flowers make it the most 
attractive of the four species.  The bean pods are small and clustered.    
 
All species of catclaw are native shrubs and valuable parts of the ecosystem.  The flowers 
are used by many species of insects.  The bean pods contain seeds eaten by birds and mam-
mals.  The browse is used by livestock and deer, especially after fire.   



 All catclaws are legumes that fix atmospheric nitrogen into soil nitrogen for added fertility.  
In addition, like other thorny plants, catclaw provides an excellent protected nursery area for 
other desirable plants to get started. 
 
The next time you encounter a catclaw bush, take a moment to look closer at it and learn 
which species it might be.  Who knows, maybe the time is coming when ranchers and  
naturalists will begin keeping a life list of the plants they have seen.  Learning the catclaws 
would be a great start.   
 

Mimosa borealis 



 UNTOLD STORIES 
  Beth Nobles, Van Horn, Texas Mountain Trail, Executive Director  
        From her“Second Mile” Blog 
 

Regarding storytelling and mapmaking, here's what has been on my mind:  instead of 
thinking about what we choose to show, and what we choose to tell, I've been considering 
what and why we omit. 

 
One of my favorite aspects of creating of a map artpiece was actually the design and 

placement of the legend--that box that shows symbols and mileage measurements--the      
parameters of the map. The legend was fun to stitch because it had an established visual   
vocabulary--widths of roads, solid vs. dashes, a title, compass.  It gave my fiction credibility, 
too, as a "map." 
  
 In all the years I've looked at real maps, I've always wondered, what actually IS    
underneath the legend? They were usually placed in some obscure place in the ocean.  Was 
there nothing there?  At all?  Do fish swim there?  Is there not one speck of an island?  Was 
all of that place so unnoteworthy it had absolutely nothing to offer the map? 
  
 Were it not for its strategic location on one of the country's busiest transcontinental 
highways, Van Horn would probably be one of those communities obscured by the map's 
legend.  At least most people would be tempted to place the legend there, for whenever the 
region's virtues are mentioned, Van Horn is rarely among them.  It HAS assets and           
attributes--fine ones, actually--but depending on who is leading the discussion, it probably 
won't rise to the top. 
  
 In our statewide program, we know the political fallout from being omitted from the 
map.  Forty years ago, to publicize the state for the upcoming World's Fair, Governor     
Connolly set up 10 driving routes--one for every part of Texas--for HemisFair goers to     
discover the true Texas.  And thirty years later, those routes became the framework for our 
program and the ten heritage trails regions.  Some… many communities were left off that 
first set of driving tours forty years ago, and it still doesn't sit well.  We happily serve them, 
but they're not on the map, and that apparently still stings. 
  
 Clearly, no one likes to be ignored.  And some assets, some places, don't just jump up 
and grab you. Part of my job is to find what isn't mapped, what isn't known, what isn't      
immediately apparent about a place.  Find, investigate, cheerlead, promote.  Our funder calls 
it "untold stories." 
  
 The longer I'm here, the more untold stories I find...the 1918 tent hospital in the    
desert near Marathon set up for the influenza outbreak; the progression of design in family 
motor courts and small roadside motels; the history of my own building, first a fraternal hall, 
then a series of stores connected to other buildings in town by an underground tunnel.  There 
is also the story of the desert surrounding us, the silent, imperceptible elements of the land--
like the character of the wind--that do not fit well on a map. 



Bald Eagle Nest in Panhandle 
 
 
Clint Boal 
Unit Scientist and Associate Professor  
USGS Texas Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit  
Department of Natural Resources Management  
Texas Tech University  
 
 As a brief background, in 2004 I discovered an active Bald Eagle nest in Dallam 
County that was situated over 35 miles from any large water (and fish) source. My students 
and I found the eagles were successfully rearing 1 – 2 young each summer on prairie dogs 
and rabbits. The nest tree came down in 2006. Bo Adkins and I coordinated with Excel 
Energy, Fort Worth Zoo, Texas Parks and Wildlife, and USGS to put up a man-made nest 
for the eagles. The eagles took to the new nest and have continued rearing young each 
summer. In May 2009, I attached a GPS satellite transmitter to the single eaglet produced. 
The transmitter and funds for the first year of data downloads were provided by Excel 
Energy.  
 The eagle remained in the nest area until August 5, when it began a series of rapid 
moves northward. In a 24 hour period from Aug 5 to Aug 6, it moved 150 miles north into 
Colorado. In the next 24 hour period, it moved 132 miles north to just outside Boulder, 
Colorado. Aug 7 to Aug 8, it moved 68 miles north to the Colorado – Wyoming border 
between Laramie and Cheyenne. In the next 24 hour period, it moved 225 miles north to the 
Black Hills region of South Dakota. The next day took the eagle 79 miles farther north to the 
Moreau River in NW South Dakota. The eaglet has remained along the Moreau River near 
Hwy 79 between US 85 and US 212 since August 10.  
 So it appears that even though the eaglet was raised on mammals, it settled into an 
aquatic system following initial dispersal from its natal site. It is quite interesting that it 
made such long flights northward over only 5 days, then settled into an area. I expected more 
exploratory movements, especially eastward toward the Red River in Oklahoma or westward 
toward the mountains of New Mexico. It will be interesting to see what the eaglet does as 
winter sets in in the north. He may remain up there, but may also move back this way, down 
towards the gulf coast, or over toward the Missouri River. It is anyone’s guess right now.  
 This transmitter is solar powered and the locations are within 26 m accuracy. So, 
given funding, we have the opportunity for 4+ years of monitoring of this particular eagle. 
Similar transmitters could be attached to young each year to see if similar dispersal patterns 
are followed. Given the anticipated development of wind energy throughout the Great 
Plains, and that this eagle moved up the plains, there may be some interest in this.  
 
    (this report was written in November 2009) 



Images from the Panhandle 
 Burr Williams 

 I recently spent five days in the panhandle of Texas, meeting many of the 
people that take this e-newsletter, or receive our Facebook postings on my 
page. I deeply appreciate all the kindnesses offered me, and admire the  
enthusiastic work these folks are doing!  

   mourning doves near Mobeetie             controlled burn Lake Meredith 

Wind turbines north of Amarillo                     Alibates National Monument 
 



Lower Palo Duro Canyon south of Claude         Gene Howe Wildlife Area 
        near Canadian 
 

Playa lake southeast of Panhandle                 Garza County sandstorm 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Upper Tierra Blanca Draw north of Nazareth 



Tahoka Lake 
 
 The owner of the Tahoka Lake Pasture, Mrs. Clyde May, is forming a 
501c3 non-profit to preserve this historic salina. In October, it is the hope of the 
Sibley Nature Center to sponsor a weekend bioblitz there. Sibley Nature Center 
volunteers photographed there from January to August in 2009. It is quite  
diverse, with two freshwater springs, limestone cliffs, sandy soil grasslands, 

shallow gravel soil  
grasslands, hackberry and 
soapberry draw forests, and 
juniper dotted hillsides. It 
also has the remains of a  
Pastore fence built in the 
1870’s, and  historical  
remains from the days of 
C.C. Slaughter (1890’s.) 
These photos are from  
February 2009. 
 
Buffalo bur seedpod 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Hackberries and leaves with galls 
from psyllids 



 
 
Juniper and hackberry on 
slope above Tahoka Lake 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Unknown plant’s winter rosette 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Winter leaf of Desert Holly,  
Acourtia nana 



 
 
Contorted mesquite 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Sandhill cranes leaving at daybreak 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Overwintering ovaries of lotebush 
Zizyphus obtusifolia 



Once in a while, yucca will not produce seedpods on their seedstalks, but  
will send out leaves from the seedstalk. Folks from Lamesa and Odessa noticed 
the phenomenon this year. Would it be possible to root the aerial crown?  
Photo from Debi Cates. 



Malcolm McElvaney of Odessa examines the world through macro lenses. A 
small shore fly investigated algae in a puddle of water at the I-20 wetlands in 

Midland. 
 
 
At a tiny waterhole in  
Comanche Trails Park 
iIn Odessa, he found what 
he believes is a female 
earwig with its wings  
extended. 
 
 
Bugs do come out in the 
winter. Both photographs 
were taken in January! 



Stockton Plateau in the winter 
Photographs by Cathy Hoak 

 
 
Allthorn fruit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Backlit Muhlenbergia grass 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Mountain bluebirds  



 

Winter in the sanddunes 
Nathan Taylor, west of Lamesa 

Tiger Salamander  found 
walking in the dunes in the 
morning 

Shinoak with a rim of ice after 
freezing rain 

Tumbleweed covered with 
snow 



Bald Eagle Rescue near Tulia, Texas 
       by Linda Durante 

In this Christmas season of faith, hope and love, a symbol encompassing them 
all spread his wings over the Texas Panhandle for the last time, but not before 
touching the lives of many. 
 
George, an American Bald Eagle was found on December 18, 2009, spotted in 
a field of sprouting winter wheat, and surrounded by curious yearling calves 
near Tulia, Texas.  Dusk had settled over the landscape, and the sun would soon 
be gone.  But as the sun set, a guardian angel took notice of one of God’s most 
beautiful creatures.  The sighting of the eagle by Barbara McDougal Morgan 
prompted a string of phone calls leading to George’s rescue on the morning of 
December 19.   
 
Linda Durante, along with husband Richard, son Anthony, and bird-of-prey 
photographer Karen Copeland, set out to find the downed eagle.  Would the  
reported bird in fact be a bald eagle, a majestic bird rarely seen by those not  
accustomed to its presence?  Adrenaline surged.  Ms. Durante is a                
sub-permitted wildlife rehabilitator through Gail Barnes of NightWings     
Wildlife Rehabilitation, in Lubbock.  Ms. Barnes is also associated with the 
South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (SPWRC) in Lubbock as the    
bird-of-prey rehabilitator, and wildlife educator.  The SPWRC is a regional   
haven for injured wildlife, and a leader in wildlife education.   
 
They arrived at the wheat field, and one circle around the field turned up    
nothing.  Soon a truck was spotted across the way; a truck “herding” cattle.  
Landowner Eddie Womack had also spotted the bird, and was trying to keep the 
cattle away.  Soon he greeted the quartet at the electric fence, and welcomed 
them onto his property to retrieve the downed bird.   
 
Wanting to make the capture as quick as possible, the group quickly drove out 
toward the eagle, stopping far short of sending the cattle into a frenzy.  Durante 
donned her gloves and quickly approached the eagle.  It took off and flew about 
fifty feet before landing.  The next approach had to be faster.  
 
Using the cattle as a barrier, Durante rushed the eagle.  As it crouched to fly 
again, she captured it.  Was it strong?  Sure it was; it’s an eagle.  Was it 100%?  
No.  The bird was breathing heavily, an obvious sign of respiratory distress. 



He was beautiful; he was perfect.  Magnificent was another word used to  
describe him.  There were no signs of physical trauma.  The eagle was crated, 
and Morgan and a few area farmers and ranchers quickly gathered to see the 
beautiful bird before he was taken to Lubbock.  
 
So, on a wing and a prayer, the eagle headed for Lubbock.  Excitement and the 
faith that he would once again fly the skies of the Panhandle filled the air.  The 
anticipation of his arrival created a stir at the SPWRC.  This bald eagle was 
only the third such bird to be admitted to the SPWRC since its inception in 
1987.  And the bird was crowned George as a tribute to our great nation’s first 
president.   
 
George arrived, to the “ooos” and “ahhs” of the onlookers attending the twice-
yearly SPWRC open house.  Led by Barnes, and SPWRC manager Katie  
Stafford, the eagle was quickly whisked away to the wildlife veterinarian three 
blocks away.  Upon his arrival, Dr. Jeanette Lubenau of Above and Beyond Pet 
Care dropped everything to tend to him.  An  initial evaluation showed no 
trauma, but blood in his trachea.  The bird’s weight was obtained, and an  
antibiotic administered.  IVs were started and he was placed in an oxygen 
chamber/incubator to make his breathing easier.  He was not intimidated by 
those tending to him.  Further tests would be performed to determine the cause 
of his respiratory distress, but the prognosis seemed positive.  Everyone looked 
forward to his future release.  Everyone had hope. 
  
But, the story would end there.  You see, George died suddenly, before tests 
could be completed.  Dr. Lubenau, and three of her veterinary technicians    
performed heroic efforts to save him.  Gail Barnes requested and received  
approval for a necropsy.  The results of    toxicology tests and the necropsy   
indicated the eagle died of avian tuberculosis, and several secondary infections.  
George, a symbol of our nation’s freedom, touched the lives of many with his 
magnificence and his beauty.  His story showed how people can come together 
for a cause:  faith in mankind.  He brought out the positive that there will be 
better days tomorrow:  hope for the future.  And in this Christmas season of 
2009, the passion shown for him reflected God’s love for all.  May we carry 
this faith, hope, and love forward, not only into 2010, but through the rest of 
our lives.   
 
 
 



 Along with the bio-blitz the Sibley Nature Center is promoting at Tahoka Lake 
next fall, the center is having a “rededication day” to celebrate the completion 
of the construction of its million dollar improvement on May 22. The Sibley 
Nature Center invites all 2000+ folks that receive El Despoblado to come —  
there will be live birds from South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center, live 
snakes (including rattlesnakes) from the San Angelo Nature Center, a native 
plant sale and more! If members of all the groups that receive this enewsletter 
would like to bring a display to advertise your group, please let us know.  (If 
there is enough interest, we will make it a part of the day’s events.) Please 
email Burr Williams at bwilliams@sibleynaturecenter.org, if you would like to 
bring a tabletop display! 
 
We apologize for not sending out an El Despoblado in January! Deadline for 
submissions is always the 20th of each month. Please contribute! 


