
EL DESPOBLADO  March 2010 
 

El despoblado means “the unpopulated country,” and was a term used for 
much of West Texas and eastern New Mexico during the 1700’s by the    
soldiers of the “presidial” line of Northern Mexico. The region was then        
controlled by Lipan, Natages, and Mescalero Apaches, with frequent         
incursions by the Comanches. 

 
On February 28th, Chris Cherry posted 
the bottom photo taken at Tahoka Lake 
of a robin with a soapberry in its 
mouth on his Facebook page. It was 
then posted on Burr Williams’        
Facebook page. Within a few minutes 
Tim Baer posted the top photo, of a 
curved bill thrasher leaning over to 
grab a soapberry at the Sibley Nature 
Center, and a few minutes later    
Maryann Kremesec Eastman posted 
the photo of the cardinal with a     
soapberry in the Davis Mountains.  A 
little later, Susan E. Thompson of 
Amarillo commented that she often 
sees Golden Fronted Woodpeckers  
eating soapberries this time of year.. 

When the literature about what eats 
soapberries is perused, most sources 
state that few animals or birds eat 
soapberries because of the saponin in 
the flesh. Does late winter’s  warming            
temperatures cause a biochemical     
reaction in the fruit that diminishes the 
amount of saponin?  

The advantages of networking regional 
naturalists by Facebook are becoming obvious! 



                      Midland-Odessa Local Foods Conference 
Evening Soiree 
Monday, March 29th 
Sibley Nature Center, 1307 E. Wadley, Midland, Tx 
 
7:00pm Local & Regionally-Produced Food & Drink Booths 
Walking Tours of the Sibley Nature Center 
 
8:00pm El Llano Estacado…A History of Sustenance 
Burr Williams , Executive Director, Sibley Nature Center 
 
8:30pm Brief Remarks on Local Foods Resources 
Susan Leibrock, Sustainable Food Center, Austin, TX 
Rob Borowski, Texas Impact, Austin, TX 
 
9:00pm Adjournment 
 

Midland-Odessa Local Foods Conference 
Tuesday, March 30th 
Fischer Community Room—Atmos Energy 
2304 Loop 40 (out by Midland International Airport)  
 
8:00 am Exhibits & Registration 
 
8:30 am Welcome and Overview of the Day 
Darryl Birkenfeld , Ogallala Commons, Nazareth, TX 
 
8:45 am What is “Local Food”? 
Susan Leibrock, Sustainable Food Center, Austin, TX 
 
9:15 am Partners , Resources, and Ideas for Building Local Foods Outreach 
in Midland-Odessa 
Karina Tarin , West Texas Food Bank, Odessa, TX 
Morgan Dezendorf, High Plains Food Bank, Amarillo, TX 
Jenifer Smith, G.R.U.B. Farm, Lubbock, TX 
 
10:15am Break and Exhibits 
 
11am Health and Food: Why Making Local Food Accessible is 
Paramount in Texas 
Rob Borowski, Texas Impact, Austin, TX 
 
11:30 am Small Group Processing & Feedback 
 
12 noon Local Foods Lunch 
 
 



1pm How to Build Market Options: Farm to School and Farm to Work 
programs 
Cal Brints – Hi Plains Orchards; Idalou, TX 
Ann Mesaros – TX Dept. State Health Services, Lubbock 
 
1:45pm Growing Local Foods in the Midland-Odessa Area: 
A Practicioners Panel 
Stephen Porter (Midland Farmer) 
Matt Hanson (Midland Downtown Farmers Market) 
Emmy Ulmschnieder (GEM Program) 
Alan Birkenfeld (Paidom Meats, Nazareth, TX) 
 
2:45pm What are Next Steps (A Wrap-Up Session) 
 
3pm Adjournment 
 

Registration 
$10 per person for March 29th Evening Soiree 
$35 per person for March 30th Conference 
$20 student or youth for March 30th Conference 
Early Bird Conference Discount!!! $25 per person (if received by March 
22nd) 
To register and pay online, go to www.ogallalacommons.org, click on “Events” 
thenclick Rebuilding Locals Food Systems. You may also mail your 
registration form(below) with payment to Ogallala Commons, PO Box 346, 
Nazareth, TX, 79063. 
Make checks payable to: Ogallala Commons, Inc. (fiscal agent) 
__ __ __ __ __ __ ___ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ _ __ __ __ 
I am registering to attend: 
Evening Soiree ____ 
Local Foods Conference____ 
Early Bird ____ Regular Price___ 
Name 
____________________________________________________________ 
Address 
___________________________________________________________ 
Phone 
___________________________________________________________ 
Email 
____________________________________________________________ 
For questions or more information about this conference, contact Darryl 
Birkenfeld,at 806-945-2255 or email: darrylb@amaonline.com 



Ogallala Commons, convener of this event, is a nonprofit community resource 
development network offering leadership and education to reinvigorate 
commonwealth for communities in the vast Great Plains region. To learn more, 
visit our website: www.ogallalacommons.org 
Exhibit Booths 
Exhibit Booth rental space is available for the workshop at $40 per booth (fee 
includes one registration). Contact Kristin Bingham at 806-252-2170 if 
interested. 
 
This event sponsored by Ogallala Commons, Midland Downtown Farmers 
Market, Sibley Nature Center, West Texas Food Bank, and Texas Impact. 
 
 
*************************************************************** 
 
Selenia jonesii, according to the 
USDA plant database, only 
grows in three counties in Texas 
and nowhere else in the nation.  
 
On March 4th, Lillis Urban, a 
graduate student from New 
Mexico State University at Las   
Cruces, New Mexico, met with 
Burr Williams and Chris Cherry 
who took her to two sites where 
the species was cheerfully 
blooming. She took many 
voucher specimens, and many 
samples of buds and leaves for 
later DNA analysis. Cherry later 
discovered seven more populations in Reagan County.  
 JoAnn Merritt had discovered the Midland County site in the 1980’s, but 
Cherry had just discovered the second population in Reagan County this spring.  
Both counties will be eventually added to the USDA plant database. Mrs.   
Merritt goes looking for Selenia jonesii every Valentine’s Day. It does not 
bloom every year, for it needs adequate fall and winter moisture to germinate 
and grow. (“A very special plant for a very special day.” says Mrs. Merritt!) 



Selenia jonesii can form incredibly bright patches of color when there is almost 
no other color in the landscape! Its sweet smell can be noticed hundreds of 
yards away from patches like this. 
 Visit the USDA plant site, and try to find other species of plants in the 
region covered by this newsletter that have limited ranges. Learn when they 
bloom and then search for them. Help fill in the gaps!  
 Get out and photograph your local native plants… it is a great cure for 
spring fever. Learn what grows in each of your local habitats and their        
flowering “schedule.” Selenia and Draba cuneifolia are the earliest plants on 
the southern Llano Estacado. What are the earliest bloomers where you live?   



 
Draba cuneifolia is a “belly flower.” You have to be prone on the ground to   
admire this species, for it is rarely more than 4 inches tall. Chris Cherry took 
the photo and commented, “Every one that I found always had paired         
blossoms, two blooming and two beginning to bloom. Is this an adaptation to 
ensure cross-pollination at a time when there almost no other plants blooming 
and limited numbers of pollinating insects to perform the service?”  
 
What are the “belly flowers” in your home county?  



Crested Caracara in Pecos County 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
On February 20th, Annaliese Scoggin of the Texas Parks and Wildlife noticed a 
caracara long the road north of Iraan on the way to Rankin, near the Pecos 
River bridge. On March 6th, the Llano Estacado chapter of the Texas Master 
Naturalists were able to photograph the bird, and discovered that three birds 
were present. On March 8th, Ms. Scoggin found one of the birds sitting on a 
nest. Only one previous record is known from the region, one by John Karges 
of The Nature Conservancy in the early 1990’s at Independence Creek. For the 
last two years caracaras have nested near Jayton, along the Double Mountain 
Fork of the Brazos. For years the range has been limited to the Brasada and 
Coastal Prairies of south Texas. The species seems to be continually expanding 
its range, but these two records are significant expansions of the range.  



 



21st Annual 
Southern Plains Conference 
The Next Dust Bowl…75 Years After Black Sunday 
Sponsored by: 
Kansas Farmers Union, Southwest Collection / Special Collections Library at Texas Tech          University, 
Holistic Management International-Texas, Siempre Sustainable Network &  
Texas Farmers Union 
 
Tuesday & Wednesday, April 13th and 14th 
International Cultural Center at Texas Tech University 
7th & Indiana Avenue 
Lubbock, Texas 
Southern Plains Conference 
c/o Ogallala Commons 
P.O. Box 346 
Nazareth, TX 79063 
 

Accommodations 
The Holiday Inn Hotel and Towers, located at 801 Avenue Q, has a block of 30 rooms 
available for either April 12 or 13 for $82 per night. To make a reservation,                       
call 806-763-1200 and ask for the Southern Plains Conference rate! There are also a      
variety of motels off I-27 (between 50th and 66th Streets). Or to locate other motels,      
log on to: www.lubbocklegends.com 
 
For questions or more information about this conference, contact Darryl  
Birkenfeld, at 806-945-2255 or email: darrylb@amaonline.com 
 
 
Ogallala Commons, convener of this conference, is a nonprofit resource  
development network offering leadership, education, and technical assistance to            
reinvigorate commonwealth for communities in the High Plains-Ogallala Aquifer region.  
 
To learn more, visit our website, www.ogallalacommons.org. 



Black Sunday — April 14, 1935 — was not the worst of the dust storms, but it is the one that 
people remember as it tore away the topsoil from the Dakotas to Texas, even depositing 
some of its dust as far way as Washington DC. Our conference will look back to that day to 
more clearly understand what ecological, economic, and social conditions are again     
massing to ignite a 21st Century Dust Bowl—and what practices we can enact to counter or 
mitigate another series of Black Sundays. 
 

Tuesday, April 13th 
6:30pm Sabor del Llano Estacado Reception 
featuring locally-grown and produced heavy hors d’oeuvres, beer, and wines 
 
7:30 Public Readings by Dan O’Brien and Michael Forsberg 
authors of The Great Plains: America’s Lingering Wild 
(University of Chicago Press, 2009) 
 
8:15 Break and Silent Auction Viewing 
 
8:30 “The Hang-and-Rattle Folk”…an operetta written by Andy Wilkinson  
Performed by Andy Wilkinson, Andy Hedges, Alissa Hedges, and 
Emily Arrellano 
 
9:10 Adjournment 

Wednesday, April 14, 2010 
8:00am Registration, Exhibits, & Refreshments 
 
8:30 Welcome & Overview 
Darryl Birkenfeld, Director, Ogallala Commons 
 
8:40 Opening Ceremony 
Fr. Jim Schmitmeyer, writer and pastor, Holy Angels Catholic Church, 
Childress, TX 
 
8:50 Bridging Generations 
Campo High School students, Campo, CO 
 
9:00 Feeling the Heat: From the Dust Bowl Past to the Global Warming Future on the 
Great Plains 
Dr. Donald Worster, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS 
Donald Worster currently holds the Hall Distinguished Professorship 
Chair in American History at the University of Kansas. His principal 
areas of research and teaching include North American and world 
environmental history and the history of the American West. Among 
his books are A Passion for Nature, Rivers of Empire, Dust Bowl, and 
Nature’s Economy. 



9:45 Soil Loss Around the World: What Does it Look Like Today? 
Jim Richardson, photographer for National Geographic Magazine, 
Lindsborg, KS 
Jim Richardson is known for his work for National Geographic Magazine 
and his documentary photographs of rural Kansas life. A full-time contract 
photographer since 1986, Richardson’s primary clients are National Geographic 
and TRAVELER magazine, where he is a contributing editor. His most recent 
coverages include two cover stories for National Geographic Magazine in 
2008 -- one on world soil loss and preservation and another about light pollution 
 
10:30 Silent Auction & Exhibit Viewing (Introduction of James Watkins) 
 
11:15 Re-Photography: A Window on our Past & Future 
Julie Boatright, graduate student, Heritage Management, 
Texas Tech University 
 
11:50am Local Foods Lunch 
 
1:00pm Responding to the Next Dust Bowl: A Practitioners Panel: 
Mary Libby Campbell, Yesterday’s Valley Ranch, Bueyeros, NM 
Billy Kniffen, Texas AgriLife Extension Service, Mertzon, TX 
Manuel De Leon, NRCS, Lubbock, TX 
Jeff Edwards, Associate Professor of Economics, 
North Carolina A&T State University, Greensboro, NC 
Moderator: Jeffrey Lee, Department of Economics and Geography, 
Texas Tech University 
 
2:00 Break and Silent Auction Closes 
 
2:15 Evaluation of the Day 
 
2:30 Returning to Home: A Provocation 
by Andy Wilkinson, Artist-in-Residence, The Southwest 
Collection-Special Collections Library 
Responses offered by Speakers and Participants 
Moderator: Darryl Birkenfeld 
 
3:15 Adjournment 



Winter rainwater puddle mystery 

Members of the Llano Estacado Master Naturalists discovered half circles and 
circles of white tubes in a rainwater puddle. When the rings were removed from 
the water, a clear gel string united the white tubular structures. Upon closer   
examination each white tube had many small white round objects. None of the 
group had ever seen such a thing. Michael Nickell, museum specialist and avid 
insect collector, got out the books. He believes these are the eggs of some    
species of chironomid fly. (Members of this group form the “bloodworms”    
often found in permanent water.) Is there a species that specializes in winter 
rainwater puddles, and can go from egg, to larvae, to adult, before the puddle 
dries up?   
           
 
           Kent Ivey got  
  down and dirty  
            examining the find!
    



 
January and February of 2010 has been remarkable in the southern Llano      
Estacado region. Four frozen precipitation events, along with two drenching 
rains, have brought the promise of great spring growth and blooms, along with 
a promise of outstanding fecundity in the animal world. Chris Cherry found 
snow forming pyramids in grass and yucca.   



Winter rosettes 
Chris Cherry photos 

The discovery of the green winter rosettes of 
wildflowers is great February fun! What species 
of wildflowers are these? Many winter rosette 
leaves are much hairier than the leaves that will 
follow as the plant grows. 

 



Cymopterus bulbosus, or Chimaya, was a favorite root vegetable harvested in 
the spring by American Indians. There are many species of Cymopterus found 
across the United States. It usually grows in gravelly soil. This is another     
species of early spring wildflower that  is great fun to go out and search for on 
the weekends. Chimaya is widespread but it rarely, if ever, forms dense colo-
nies. Instead, it is sprinkled throughout the bunchgrasses. The taste is somewhat 
parsnip-like...a hint of sweetness, and a hint of tartness. Folks in the know use 
it as an excellent addition to salads and stir-fry. It is best to harvest it just as the 
bloom stalks are beginning to shoot up. The name Chimaya is derived from 
Pueblo language. The famous Chimayo Sanctuary north of Sante Fe is named 
for it. 



Anemone is another early spring flower that wildflower enthusiasts go looking 
for in the early spring. We have not discovered it on top of the Llano Estacado 
yet, but it can be found in clay soils, barditches, and rocky hillsides east and 
south of the Llano. Chris Cherry photographed this one east of Iraan on    
March 6th. Garden anemones do not grow well in the region, unfortunately — 
there are many spectacular varieties. Our species will be white, fading to a pale 
lavender. The central clump of stamens and styles will gradually become longer 
and longer as the flower blooms repeatedly for several days. 



 
Joe Reed took a close look at a claret cup cactus. Is this where a flower will 
emerge? It “erupted” out of the skin, splitting it apart.  



Algerita (to west Texans) or agarita (to central Texans) or agrito (to south    
Texans) blooms in early spring. The sweet scent is powerful, wafting for a  
hundred yards. Later the blooms are followed by bright red berries, which 
make an incredible tart jelly. To harvest the berries, take a sheet, lay it under the 
berry laden bush, whack the bush with a stick, then pick up the sheet and flip it 
up and down in the wind, so the leaves go flying away. Notice the interesting 
floral structure of the bloom… the stamens pressed to the petals, and the “vase” 
shaped style. A Joe Reed photo.  



                                   Hightech daytripping 
        Burr Williams  
  
“Como se dice “achiote” en Ingles?” I asked my wife, Deborah. She is much 
more fluent in Spanish than I. She shook her head, then grinned and picked her 
laptop off of the back seat of the car and attached it to the cell phone and in a 
minute was on the Internet. “It is the small red seeds of the annatto tree, a   
common tree in the Caribbean and tropical America. As we just learned from 
La Senora at Reyna’s Deli, achiote is the paste spread on cochinita pibil, pork 
that is pit-barbecued in the Yucatan style and served with a habanero sauce.” 
My tongue still tingled from the habanero sauce. She read the recipe out loud as 
we drove down the road. 
 Deborah and I were out gallivanting around, headed southeast of town to 
look for some Chimaya. “Don’t you just love the Internet? Don’t you just love 
having the equivalent of the Library of Congress available at the touch of a   
finger?”  
 “Don’t put it away – see that field of filaree in bloom. I remember    
reading a long time ago that it had a herbal medicine use.” I gave her the Latin 
name. She chortled, “Bingo! It is a diuretic. And listen to this, the name     
originated in Morocco. The Moors that conquered Spain gave it the name      
“al feria,” while “alferillo” is the Spanish name. The plant came to Spain with 
the Moors, too. Filaree is the English twist to the common name.”  
 “Does that site have the ecological history of how the plant got to North 
America?” In programs on wildflowers I have always told folks that it came 
with the churro sheep brought by Don Juan de Onate in 1598 when the Spanish 
colonized New Northern New Mexico. She scanned the document, then I heard 
the click of her nails on the mouse pad.  
 “No, but Michael Moore’s Southwestern School of Herbal Medicine site 
does say that it came with early Spanish settlers. I guess the little curly haired 
seeds were trapped in the fleece of the sheep. I cannot see those settlers hauling 
hay from Chihuahua City to Santa Fe.” Deborah and I own four of Moore’s 
books. His books and a dozen other books about plants and animals are often in 
the car when we go moseying around. When we are out of range of cellular 
communications, they still come in handy. Someday satellite telephone service 
might be cheap enough for we residents of the vast and sparsely populated 
countryside of the American West and northern Mexico to be able to have  
internet access anywhere – even in the depths of McKittrick Canyon in the 
Guadalupe Mountains!  



 We are still in the learning stage about the capabilities of our high-tech 
equipment. The cable we bought for hooking up our GPS unit to the laptop did 
not work, despite the claims of the manufacturer. (It was not the more costly 
cable distributed by the manufacturer of the GPS.) We already enjoy                  
geocaching, especially when the oldest grandson comes to visit. We hope to use 
the GPS to map locations of specific plant populations with limited ranges or of 
sporadic seasonal occurrence. We want to be able to go back to a plant and find 
it when it is in seed or in a vigorous condition perfect for taking cuttings.  
 An example of such a plant is Chimaya, or Mountain Parsley. Despite 
thirty minutes of hiking in the general area where JoAnn Merritt had originally 
found it, (and still the only place it has been found in Midland County) we did 
not find any specimens. If we had found it, we could have least created a        
waypoint for it on the GPS.  I wondered what the word meant and about its 
derivation. We found half an answer within minutes – according to the Penasco 
Valley (Picuris, New Mexico) School District website Chimaya is a Pueblo   
Indian word. Unfortunately the site did not give a translation. 
 Chimaya is better known in New Mexico, where it is often used in ways 
similar to cilantro. (The famous sanctuary and town of Chimayo is named for 
the plant.) Its roots are  delicious when cooked. Unlike cilantro,  however, its 
dried leaves retain flavor for months. It deserves to be examined for potential 
cultivation. It can only be harvested in February and March, for its leaves die to 
the ground as soon as summer’s heat returns.  
 Back in January, Deborah and I went to Cloudcroft for supper. One   
Sunday, sitting around after a late brunch, she had sighed, “We haven’t gone 
any where recently. We never go anywhere.” When I hear that teasing tone, I 
know we are in for an adventure. “Let’s go check out the Lodge in Cloudcroft. 
We might want to book a weekend there sometime. You don’t want to do that, 
do you?” She sighed again, and pouted. “What the heck,” I said. 
 Deborah drove. I put the laptop on my lap, to take notes about what we 
saw. It was amazing, typing away, and not looking at what I was writing.      
Before we had the laptop, I often took notes as we wandered about, and often 
missed seeing a flower or animal she saw because I was looking at the paper as 
I wrote. I often keep a wildflower or bird list, but I also like to record stray    
observations about what we humans do within the landscape, such as “drillstem 
pipe fences are a common feature of oil field towns.” Writers write impulsively 
and compulsively, which is probably repulsive behavior, but Deborah humors 
me. She even told me that one of the reasons she bought the laptop was so that 
I could write such “effluent” as we drove. What a sweet lady!  


