
A HUGE thank you to the Dixon 
Water Foundation for their 
challenge grant, and to all the 

donors who helped us make this match! 
The North Texas Outreach and Steward-
ship Director position is funded, and the 
NPAT hiring committee offered the job to 
Carly Aulicky of Manhattan, Kansas. We 
were impressed with Carly’s diverse skills, 
her connection to prairies and wildlife, 
her desire to work in the nonprofit world, 
and willingness to take on different tasks 
—essential for an organization like NPAT. 
Welcome Carly!

Carly finished her doctorate at the 
USGS Kansas Cooperative Fish and 
Wild life Research Unit at Kansas State 
University in 2020, where she was awarded 
Outstanding Unit Wildlife Student Award. 
Her research focused on the lesser prairie- 
chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus),  
a species of grouse famous for elaborate 
male courtship displays. Carly was part 
of a collaborative effort across state and 
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Welcome Carly!
NPAT’s North Texas Director of Outreach and Stewardship 

federal agencies to translocate and moni-
tor lesser prairie-chickens in the sand 
sagebrush prairie of Kansas and Colorado, 
where she gained practical experience in 
conducting prairie vegetation surveys 
and managing data and personnel. In ad-
dition to her fieldwork, Carly completed 
a Sunset Zoo Science Communication 
Fellowship and served as graduate  
student adviser to the student chapter of 
The Wildlife Society. 

Before starting her work in Kansas, 
Carly completed her M.S. in ecology in 
2014 at the University of Glasgow in 
Scotland as a Fulbright-University of 
Glasgow Postgraduate scholar. Her  
masters work on blue-crowned manakins 
(Lepidothrix coronata) was conducted in 
the Ecuadorian rainforests part of a long-
term biodiversity survey. Carly completed 
her B.S. in ecology and natural resources 
and certificate in Environmental Geomatics 
at Rutgers University, as the J. Applegate 
Awardee for 

FIRE is a very significant part of 
the overall native prairie ecology. 
Native Americans used fire to 

maintain healthy prairies for thousands of 
years. Some of the benefits to the prairie 
when considering fire are species diver-
sity, woody species control, and herbivore 
forage enhancement to promote the  
grazing ecology of the native prairie.

Species diversity is enhanced by fire, 
with some plant species relying heavily 
on fire for their germination and coloni-
zation. And, of course, diversity in the 
plant community spawns further diversity 
in the soil and animal communities of  
our prairies.

Control of woody species, especially  
in mid- to- high rainfall areas, is a great 
benefit of fire ecology. In many areas, the 
lack of fire has converted healthy prairies 
into brush and wooded areas. In addition, 
using fire to control woody species is 
very cost effective when compared to 
mechanical and chemical treatments.

Grazing ecology of our native prairies 
experiences a significant benefit from fire, 
not only directly to the grazing herbi vores, 
but to the entire prairie community that 
these herbivores interact with. Fire removes 
old growth and makes nutrients readily 
available in the soil for new plant growth, 
which then enhances forage quality, en-
couraging further recycling of nutrients 
by the grazing herbivores. The enhanced 
forage quality for grazing herbivores in-
creases economic sustainability as we 
manage our prairies for long-term health.

For all of the great benefits of fire to 
our native prairie ecosystems, the use of 
fire comes with a 

Fire in Native 
Prairie  

Management
by Karl Ebel
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Outstanding Student in Wildlife Conser-
vation. 

In her free time Carly trains in Matsu-
bayashi Shorin-Ryu Karate-Do and enjoys 
long-distance road trips, bird watching, 
star gazing and a cup of tea paired with  
a good book. She is an avid lover of  
music, and listens to everything from 
bluegrass to metal, and is looking forward 
to attending live shows again sometime 
soon. She’s currently learning how to 
take better wildlife and landscape photos 
and is very excited to apply her skillsets 
at NPAT.

ALLIGATOR Prairie is a 60-acre 
tract in Milam County on the 
border between Blackland clay 

and sandy Post Oak Savannah. Fingers of 
both soil types extend through the prop-
erty. Once this gently rolling land sup-
ported American bison and pronghorn on 
vast, rich grasslands interspersed with 
wetlands created by beaver and populated 
by, yes, even alligators. Early Anglo  
settlers in nearby Bell County founded  
a small settlement named Alligator—so 
impressed were they by these immense 
reptiles. The creek originating there was 
also named Alligator Creek—one of many 
in Texas because there were once many 
alligators in Central Texas. The small, 
seasonal creek on Alligator Prairie is a 
tributary of the larger Alligator Creek that 
eventually joins with the San Gabriel River.

When I acquired the property in 2008,  
I was attracted by the stands of tall grass, 
mostly little bluestem but also yellow  
Indiangrass and other bunch grasses. 
King Ranch bluestem and Johnsongrass, 
both invasive introduced species were also 
in abundance. The property had obviously 
been grazed in the past and lacked the 
diversity of a remnant prairie, but it had 
never been plowed for agriculture and  

so was a good candidate for restoration.
I began with advice from a Texas Parks 

and Wildlife biologist. He recommended 
reducing the tree cover, which originally 
forested only the riparian area adjoining 
the creek. But without any kind of con-
trol (like fire) had advanced far into the 
grass. These trees were largely cedar elm, 
but included other hardwoods as well as 
Eastern red cedar and mesquite. There 
were many dead mesquite in these stands 
of trees—evidence that this once had been 
a more open, sunny, and grassy landscape. 
The shade from these trees and the gradual 
change in soil microflora into a wood
land type, completely eliminated grasses 
other than some shade-loving sedges. 
Greenbrier and poison ivy were rampant. 
So, drastic methods were employed. 

I hired a bulldozer to push over and 
clear out the trees that were advancing 
beyond the riparian area. This created 
large piles. These piles of dirt, logs and 
brush were far from ideal as bird habitat.

The woodland area along the creek 
was untouched, and on the advice of 
TPWD, was defined by a mowed road 
that lined both sides. Roads were also 
mowed around the fenced perimeter of 
the property and another mowed road 

through the grassland. These proved to 
be excellent fire breaks in a wildfire that 
broke out several years later.

In trying to eliminate the piles by burn-
ing them one by one caused several un-
happy results.  First, the soil under a 
fierce conflagration (like one of these 
piles of logs) was totally sterilized. The 
loss of the microorganisms that support a 
healthy web of life underground is hard 
to overcome. Weeds were all that pros-
pered. Trying to plant with native seed 
was a waste of time and money. 

Second, while burning a pile in early 
March, the fire escaped when the wind 
picked up from the west and blew em-
bers into the tall grass. The fire spread 
quickly, was impossible to contain, and 
crossed the property from west to east.  
It was finally stopped by the mowed  
road before it could get into the neigh-
bors’ property. Bartlett VFD came and 
quenched the remains.

However, there was a happy result 
from this wildfire. Within a week we  
noticed fresh green shoots around the 
blackened stubs of little bluestem. 
Growth was vigorous, stimulated and 
fertilized by the ash. The thatch was 
cleaned out, creating paths for small 
mammals and birds to have safe routes 
through the grass and places to make 
their nests. In the following year, we saw 
the first Northern bobwhites. Grassland 
birds, particularly the over-wintering  
native sparrows, abounded. Wildflowers 

Prescribed Fire at  
Alligator Prairie

by Nancy Webber

in spring, one year later, were noticeably 
more abundant.

Realizing the benefits of fire, we 
planned and executed a prescribed fire, 
led by TPWD and manned by volunteers 
on February 2, 2021. Preparation before 
the burn day was extensive. After mow-
ing all the roads an additional 6 feet into 
the grass, we created a low mown 15-foot 
perimeter around the future burn unit. A 
neighbor then disked a 4 -to 8-foot width 
adjoining the tall grass with a disc plow. 
This created a line that fire could not eas-
ily cross. This was not necessary along 
the gravel roads adjoining the burn unit. 

Other preparation included using a 
Bobcat with tracks rather than wheels to 
push over brush piles that were within  
50 feet of the fire suppression line. The 
tracked machine is preferred because it 
does less damage to the sod than a 
wheeled skid-steer. The brush piles had 
to be spread out to create less of a tower-
ing inferno close to the edges. Brush 
piles further inside the burn unit were 
allowed to go up. And they did.

Three brush piles within the burn unit 
were to be defended so that they did not 
burn. The perimeter of these was mowed 
and plowed. These brush piles made good 
bird habitat, because they were loose and 
thorny, not full of dirt or logs —creating  
a perfect shelter.

Another important prep action was  
notifying neighbors and the local fire  
and police entities as the day neared. 
Fortunately everyone was agreeable. 
They are familiar with the care TPWD 
takes with these burns.

Fire is a useful tool in prairie manage-
ment. Benign neglect on a grassland is 
probably better than over-mowing (or 
over-grazing), but if a landowner wants 
to maintain and improve the diversity  
of native species and the health of the 
entire ecosystem, more active manage-
ment is needed in a landscape surrounded 
by a human-altered environment. A 
grassland can’t take care of itself any 
more without help.

Carly Aulicky

Fire on Prairies

(continued)
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significant challenge—controlling that 
fire. Prairie life is well adapted to fire 
and experiences little harm from fire, yet, 
as the early Europeans experienced, the 
fuel in a prairie fire can often generate  
a threat to both life and property in the 
world of people. 

Conducting a controlled or prescribed 
burn requires considerable planning that 
often takes place long before the burn is 
carried out. Landowners who are not  
experienced in controlled burns should 
seek guidance from experienced persons, 
attend prescribed burn workshops, or 
work along side experienced burn crews 
when conducting a controlled burn.  
Creating black line or pre-burned areas 
before doing a larger burn will greatly 
aid in controlling a larger burn. In many 
cases, natural or existing fire breaks can 
be improved to give fire breaks added 
protection. Often, one wind direction is 
much safer for conducting the burn.  
After preparing to do a burn, choosing 
the correct weather conditions is ex-
tremely important in the success of a 
controlled burn. Though inconvenient,  
if the weather conditions are not right, 
the burn should be rescheduled for safer 
conditions.

The benefits of fire on the native prai-
rie ecosystems are invaluable. Carrying 
out a controlled burn with the proper 
plan in place can enable a successful  
option for native prairie management.
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IN JANUARY, 2018, I began a year-
long project to photograph all the 
beauty and diversity I could find 

within a single square meter of prairie.  
That tiny plot is located in a narrow strip 
of restored grassland at Lincoln Creek 
Prairie in Aurora, Nebraska. The prairie 
was restored by Prairie Plains Resource 
Institute in the early 1980’s and contains 
a nice diversity of prairie plants.

My initial motivation for this project 
was to draw awareness and appreciation 
to prairie communities. Prairies suffer 
from a massive lack of attention and  
respect from the general public, and that 
provides a major handicap to those of us 
advocating for their conservation. That 
disinterest is true even in a state like  
Nebraska, where about half of the state is 
still grassland—including the spectacular 
Nebraska Sandhills—and where almost 
no one lives more than an hour’s drive 
from a prairie.

While I primarily started the project  
as a way to help others discover prairies 
and their beauty, the journey has also 
affected me personally, in ways I hadn’t 

The Square Meter  
Photography Project

by Chris Helzer

fully anticipated. I have always been 
drawn to photograph flowers, bugs, and 
other tiny creatures, but I usually do so 
while wandering broadly through prairies, 
looking for subjects that draw my atten-
tion. Despite more than 25 years of 
studying and exploring prairies, forcing 
myself to sit down and really focus my 
eyes and camera within a tiny square 
space has been truly inspirational.

When I first came up with this project 
idea, I figured I would get frustrated by 
sitting in one place for long periods of 
time and missing out on potential photo 
opportunities elsewhere.  After all, beau-
tiful photography light is fleeting and 
precious.  In actuality, the opposite hap-
pened. I found myself wandering with 
my camera through gorgeous landscapes 
of prairies, feeling distracted and unsettled, 
wondering what was happening back in 
my little plot. The only frustration I felt 
while at my plot came whenever a butter-
fly or other small creature left the square 
before I could photograph it.

I honestly don’t think I ever visited my 
plot without seeing something I hadn’t 

seen there before. The number of species 
I found was astounding, even as some-
one who studies and touts the diversity 
of prairies.  I could put together an im-
pressive photo portfolio consisting only 
of the various fly species of flies I photo-
graphed.  I also became engrossed by the 
growth and survival of individual plants, 
and felt emotionally affected when all 
four stiff sunflower blossoms in my plot 
were attacked by swarms of tiny beetles 
as soon as they opened. Most of all, the 
rhythms and patterns of prairie life be-
came more apparent to me than they  
ever had been before. I became intently 
aware of what was blooming, what was 
about to bloom, which tiny creatures had 
newly emerged on the scene, and who 
was eating whom as a result.

Apart from the impressive biological 
diversity I observed, I was also stirred by 
how much beauty I discovered within the 
confines of a square meter of prairie. I 
photographed a lot of flowers from a lot 
of angles, but I also found myself admir-
ing the graceful downward curve of 
Maximilian sunflower leaves, the color-
ful feathery anthers of grasses, and the 
glowing backlit patterns of leaf veination. 
The realm of what deserved my attention 
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as a photographer got much bigger,  
despite working within a tiny area.

I was already knowledgeable and pas-
sionate about prairies before starting this 
project, but I was still deeply moved and 
inspired by what I found within a single 
square meter.  Far from the drab patches 
of grass many people imagine them to 
be, prairies are vibrant and dynamic  
ecological communities, consisting of 
complex webs of interacting organisms.  
There is abundant beauty in prairies, and 
while you might have to look closely to 
see some aspects of it, you also don’t 
have to go far to find it. I hope this project 
helps inspire people to explore prairies 
near them, and to help ensure that prairie 
ecosystems remain diverse and healthy 
well into the future.

By the end of the year-long project, I 
photographed 113 different species of 
plants and animals within my little square 
meter plot. That includes 15 plant species, 
22 different flies, 18 beetles, and 14 bees. 

To see more photos from Chris’ Square 
Meter Project, visit prairieecologist.com/
square-meter-photography-project/.

Chris Helzer is The Nature Conservancy’s 
Director of Science in Nebraska. His 
main role is to evaluate and capture  
lessons from the Conservancy’s land 
management and restoration work. He 
also works to raise awareness about the 
value of prairies and prairie conserva-
tion through his photography, writing, 
and presentations. 

I was already knowledgeable  
and passionate about prairies  
before starting this project, but  

I was still deeply moved and  
inspired by what I found within  

a single square meter.

This project has been turned in a book, 
entitled Hidden Prairie: Photographing 
Life in One Square Meter. The 128-page 
book can be ordered through University 
of Iowa Press or found at just about any 
bookseller. www.uipress.uiowa.edu/
books/9781609386931/hidden-prairie

SAVE THE DATES! On May 8 and 15,  
the Kirchoff Prairie is hosting a Bioblitz in  
partnershp with the San Antonio Chapter  
of NPAT, Bexar Audubon Society, San  
Antonio NPSOT and the Alamo Area  
Master Naturalists. The plan is to divide 
the property into quadrants and form 
teams to document species. 

BirdBlitz Saturday, May 8 from 8 a.m. to 
noon. Spend the morning documenting 
the birds of Kirchoff Prairie. The Bexar 
Audubon Society will provide team lead-
ers. Four to five volunteers are needed for 
each team. Sightings will be recorded to 
ebird and iNaturalist.

BioBlitz Saturday May 15, starting at  
8 a.m. through mid-afternoon Teams will 
document the insects, mammals, and 
plants of the Kirchoff Prairie. Team leaders 
will provide some training before going 
into field. Sightings will be recorded to 
iNaturalist.

For more information about this event  
and other ways you can participate at the 
Kirchoff Prairie, contact Don Kirchoff at 
donkirchoff@earthlink.net.

Nature  
Tracking!

The 2021 City Nature Challenge will be 
held on April 30 to May 3 (taking pictures 
of wild plants and animals) and May 4  
to 9 (Identifying the species). This event 
began in 2016 as a fun way to capitalize 
on cities’ friendly rivalries with a citizen 
science event focused on urban biodiver-
sity. It has grown into a worldwide event. 
Get outside and learn while having fun! 
For more information, check out  
citynaturechallenge.org

PHOTO COURTESY OF CHRIS HELZER

A hover fly feeding on Indiangrass pollen

Prairie Seekers 
Spring Training

PRAIRIE SEEKERS is a citizen scientist 
program training volunteers to assess and 
map prairies for possible conservation. 

The Fort Worth Chapter of NPAT is 
offering a two-part Prairie Seekers train-
ing in May. Learn the methodology and 
tools to quantitatively assess the condi-
tion of prairies, remnant prairies, and 
potential prairie lands in Texas.

On Saturday, May 22, the Prairie 
Seekers will conduct a comparison study 
of two private properties located near the 
Red River in the Eastern Cross Timbers 
Savanna ecoregion. The properties have 
similarities and differences in past land 
use histories and management regimes.

On one evening during the week lead-
ing up to that Saturday, Suzanne Tuttle 
will give an hour-long introduction to 
the Prairie Seekers protocol via Zoom to 
registrants and anyone else who wants 
to attend. Exact date to be determined.

Participants will gain experience  
conducting prairie assessments using  
the tools learned in the presentation. 
Participants must register for the field 
portion as group size is limited due to 
COVID-19. 

There is no charge for this training, 
but donations to NPAT are always  
appreciated. For more information,  
contact fwnpat@gmail.com.

https://prairieecologist.com/square-meter-photography-project/
https://prairieecologist.com/square-meter-photography-project/


                                                
News SPRING 2021

ICONIC is the most appropriate word 
to describe the Monarch butterfly. 
Most of us have fond childhood 

memories of the unmistakable orange 
and black beauty flitting around the blue 
sky on sunny summer days. They were 
everywhere—and their presence was so 
magnificent. Their name, in Greek, means 
“sleepy transformation” in recognition of 
their ability to hibernate and metamorphize 
—and if you’ve ever watched it happen 
through a glass jar, you understand why.

If you feel like you don’t see as many 
Monarch butterflies as you remember 
seeing 5, 10 or 20 years ago, you’re not 
imagining things. Loss of habitat, along 
with pesticides and the eradication of the 
their host plant (milkweed), has resulted 
in Monarchs becoming endangered.

When we hear about an endangered 
species, it’s hard not to feel helpless and 
insignificant. But, unlike with many en-
dangered species, you—yes, you!—hold 
real power to make a positive difference 

in protecting the Monarch and helping 
their populations thrive in your backyard. 
Here are some ideas to get you started. 

Your Monarch butterfly garden
Helping Monarchs thrive in your garden 

requires some basic knowledge of their 
life cycle and migration paths so that you 
know how to support them through the 
journeys they take in their lifetime. You 
will also need some ideas for garden  
layouts and the plants they love.

The Monarch life cycle begins when 
the female Monarch butterfly lays her 
eggs individually on separate milkweed 
leaves. A few days later, the eggs hatch 
into the larva stage, which gives us the 
Monarch caterpillar. The caterpillar 
needs to grow as much as possible in the 
next two weeks, so it feasts on the only 
thing it eats—milkweed.

Fully fed for the next phase of its life, 
the caterpillar enters the pupa stage by 

A Tribute to the Monarch Butterfly
How to turn your backyard into a butterfly-friendly habitat 

by Hermann Samano
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hanging upside down from a plant stem 
and spinning a protective chrysalis 
around itself. A couple of weeks later, the 
caterpillar emerges from the cocoon as a 
fullyformed, adult Monarch butterfly. 

If it isn’t time to migrate, adult butterflies 
immediately begin the Monarch life cycle 
again—that is, after they find a meal of 
nectar from nearby flowering plants.

This is where you come in. 

Plant milkweed
Grow milkweed for the Monarch cater-

pillars to eat, and the butterflies will come. 
Plant milkweed in full sun, in groups of 
at least six plants, or those hungry, hungry 
caterpillars will run out of food. Keep 
your plants sufficiently healthy. 

Also, avoid the use of pesticides and 
opt for natural solutions when possible.
Provide landing pads near water sources 
so the butterflies can drink safely (mud 
puddles are ideal since they allow the 
butterflies to get necessary minerals from 

76

the soil.) Create safe spaces for the butter-
flies to roost at night, like trees and shrubs. 
Position large, flat rocks in the sun so that 
the butterflies can warm themselves in 
order to be able to fly again. Trim plants 
carefully—there might be a life cycle in 
progress under a leaf! Avoid using peat-
based compost.

Find out more about what types of 
milkweed and and nectaring plants are 
native to your region. Visit npsot.org  
or the Texas Butterfly Ranch site  
(texasbutterflyranch.com) to get started.

Blueprint for a butterfly garden
When designing a butterfly garden, 

consider the physical space that you have 
and plan a design that works for your  
garden. Designate space for wild disarray. 
Dead foliage on the ground and tall,  
native grasses are a favorite hibernating 
spot for some caterpillars and pupae.

Plan for sunny areas and partially shaded 
areas so that the butterflies can be warm 
enough to fly without overheating and 
becoming dehydrated. Research what 
kind of conditions and planting practices 
will promote optimal growth for native 
pollinator plants in your region.

Create spaces for every phase of butter-
fly life: trees to roost in, plants to feed 
on, water to drink, and densely planted 
areas where a caterpillar could hang a 
chrysalis largely undetected by predators.

Mighty tiny migrators
One of nature’s most curious phenom-

ena is the Monarch butterfly migration. 
Each fall, a special group of Monarchs is 
born with the ability and purpose to live 
for up to six months so they can complete 

the migration south. Why is that so spe-
cial? Well, the adult Monarch butterfly’s 
life span is typically only two to six 
weeks. It takes three to four successive 
generations to complete the migration 
back up north.

Another way you can help the Monarch 
population is by understanding and sup-
porting their journey. Here’s a wee crash 
course on migration information:

Migration paths
Monarch butterflies fall into three dis-

tinct populations that follow different 
migration paths across the United States: 

In Southern Florida, the Monarch pop-
ulation does not migrate. The Monarch 
population west of the Rockies migrates 
each fall from Western Canada to the 
coast of California near San Diego and 
Santa Cruz to spend the winter. 

East of the Rocky Mountains, the 
Monarchs migrate in the fall by several 
different paths originating in Central and 
Eastern Canada and the Northeastern 
United States. These migration paths 
merge over Central Texas, and the entire 
group continues its migration together to 
Central Mexico, where they spend the 
winter in the mountains in Oyamel fir 
forests. This incredible journey south is 
completed in just one generation.

Migration dates
The Monarch’s time of migration each 

year depends on the temperature outside 
and the length of the days, but goes rough-
ly like this: Around August 1830, the peak 

Monarch sightings at the 49th parallel 
coincide with the start of their journey 
south. From November 10-22, the majority 
of the Monarch population is seen in 
overwintering locations. 

In March, the first generation to migrate 
north begins, but they won’t arrive at their 
most northern destination until the fourth 
generation, in late July or early August.

Since their migration takes multiple 
generations, it is crucial that Monarch 
butterflies be able to complete their life 
cycle multiple times, all over the United 
States. By building a butter fly garden and 
ensuring abundant access to nectar and 
milkweed, you are supporting these amaz-
ing migrators, no matter where you live!

Monarch butterflies are a gift to all of 
us. Their population decline will impact 
us negatively. By honoring these tiny, yet 
beautiful members of our ecosystem, we 
will reap the rewards for many generations.

To learn more about helping Monarchs, 
visit the Monarch Watch site at monarch 
watch.org. Go the extra mile, and register 
your garden as a Monarch Waystation.

To learn more about conserving butter-
flies and other insect pollinators, go to 
Texas Parks and Wildlife at tpwd.texas.
gov/huntwild/wild/wildlife_diversity/
texas_nature_trackers/monarch/. They 
offer downloadable publications on  
several topics. 

Hermann Samano is part of the mar-
keting team at Porch.com. He enjoys 
writing content that helps homeowners 
succeed in their projects. 
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EVERY PRAIRIE fire I have  
experienced has been a privilege, 
but doing so at Daphne Prairie 

was especially meaningful. It is a beautiful 
place made all the more special because 
of the loving stewardship of B.F. Hicks, 
NPAT and so many others. 

Prairie fires are drama writ large. Age
old themes of life, death, and rebirth play 
out on a grand stage. Memorable moments 
abound. A rising breeze turns the crackle 

of slowly burning grass turns into a hum-
bling roar. The burnt grasses crunch with 
a satisfying snap as boots meet the black-
ened earth. Frightened animals flee the 
fires while at the same time hungry rap-
tors and coyotes are attracted to them.  

For a visual storyteller, it is a delight. 
The fire brings a warm and beautiful light 
that stands out against the dark smoke and 
the ash hanging in the sky. The heat cre-
ates ripples in the scene like the broad 

brush-strokes of an impressionist painter. 
Ribbons of fire lead through the frame like 
lava in darkness as the day turns to dusk 
and dusk turns to night. The experience is 
often surreal and always fascinating.

Sean Fitzgerald is a Texas-based nature 
and conservation photographer. Sean 
tries to create images that are simple, 
graphic, evocative, surreal and that in 
some way tell a story. seanfitzgerald.com

The Magic of 
a Prairie Fire

A winter burn at  
Daphne Prairie

Photography and text  
by Sean Fitzgerald
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BACK IN the fall of 2020, The 
Nature Conservancy was prepar-
ing to burn several units of the 

Nash Prairie that had not been burned in 
a few years. They had prepared a fire 
break around the perimeter of two of the 
units. However, weather and lack of staff 
prevented that burn from taking place. 

On March 6th, 2021 the manager at 
Texas City Preserve received a call that 
the Nash Prairie had caught fire. It had 
been extinguished, but he asked if I 
could go see if it was true. I suspected 
that someone just thought it was the Nash 
and it was actually on a nearby ranch. 
While driving down C.R. 25 from my 
house, I saw the fire trucks, and it looked 
like it wasn’t just a rumor. When I pulled 
up to Nash I was surprised to see several 
volunteer fire units finishing up. 

According to the fire crew, it looked 
like the fire started along the road, pos-
sibly from a cigarette. It was a very windy, 
dry day and it burned all of the Sparrow 
Unit and half of the Conaty Unit, jump-
ing those firebreaks. The crew had called 
USFWS, not knowing whose property it 
was and thinking it was a prescribed burn. 
They were also worried about getting 
their trucks stuck in the mud, but the wind 
was so strong they felt the need to try to 
stop the fire. They treated it like a pre-
scribed burn for the most part. 

I wished they would have let it burn to 
the service road instead of trying to put it 
out, and leaving long, deep ruts in the 
mud in the process. But other than that, it 
was a blessing to get about a third of the 
prairie burned with no other property 
damage or injury. And it happened fast. 

I noticed the unit that was meant to  
be burned, and had a lot of fuel, burned 
down to ash. While the Conaty Unit that 
was burned just over a year ago, and had 
less fuel, recovered faster. This must 
have been a hot and fast fire. For the first 
time, I saw dead and injured cotton rats 
and one dead snake. These are just my 
observations. I have only participated in 
prescribed fire as an observer and helped 
educate passers-by about what TNC is 
doing on these prairies.

Fire Gone Wild
by Susan Conaty

Susan Conaty, a volunteer land steward for The Nature Conservancy’s Nash Prairie 
(Brazoria County) photographed this succession after the March 6 wildfire. From top 
to bottom: the day of the fire, a week later and then two weeks later.

BURROWING owls have been 
observed occasionally on the  
Kirchoff Family Farm, roosting 

in holes formed in cracked terraces  
that developed during dry periods.

In 2012, burrowing owl roost sites 
were constructed for a grant project from 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
Partners for Fish and Wildlife (PFW). 
Eagle Scout Candidate Jesse Fehr from 
Jourdanton led this effort. Three sites, 
each with two burrows and two entrances 
were constructed. 

Wildlife, including ground squirrels, 
snakes, skunks, opossums and rodents 
quickly populated the sites. These inhab-
itants rearranged the soil, often filling the 
tubes, and eventually the burrows, with 
soil. When the tubes were cleaned out to 
enable entry by burrowing owls, the other 
residents refilled the entrances with soil, 
sometimes overnight. 

Early on, large dogs digging after the 
inhabitants, destroyed several entrances 
to the burrows. Hog wire was then buried 
at entrances to prevent a reoccurrence. 
Wildlife inhabiting the burrows continued 
to attract predators eager to find what 
meal may await them, if they could reach 
deeply enough into the burrows.

Although burrowing owls found the 
sites, they never stayed permanently. 

By early 2020, it was clear that the roost 
sites, as designed, could not be maintained 

for burrowing owls and an alternate  
design was installed.

In September 2020, a design utilizing 
an 8-inch diameter drainage pipe with a 
4.5-inch diameter entrance hole on each 
end was installed to allow entry by bur-
rowing owls and to exclude predators. 
Within two weeks, a burrowing owl  
occupied one of the new pipe burrows 
and appears to have made the burrow its 
permanent residence. 

A game camera is currently set at one 
pipe burrow entrance in hopes of docu-
menting the arrival of a mate for the  
current resident and hopefully, owlets.

Our burrowing owl is increasingly  
accepting the fact that I want to take its 
picture. The best approach to the burrow 
(so I can avoid tall grasses) is from the 
left. I have learned that the owl stands 
where it is hidden by the tin roof. It 
stands tall looking over the roof to see 
me, and where I cannot see it. However, 
I now know to look for its stretched-out 
legs and feet beneath the tin.

In the past it would fly (or run into the 
pipe) when I tried to get a clear shot. 
However, our friend has become more 
accepting of me and has allowed me to 
get these shots from a distance of about 
30 yards.

A game camera is set up within 5 yards 
of this east entrance. This camera with 
motion detection should be taking lots  

Restoring Burrowing Owls 
at Kirchoff Prairie 

by Don Kirchoff

of images and documenting whether or 
not there also is a mate present. The  
camera also will document presence of 
predators and other visitors, as in the past.

An Owl Update
ON MARCH 19, the Kirchoff Prairie 
became the new home of this burrowing 
owl, rehabilitated by the Blackland Prairie 
Raptor Center in Lucas, TX. The owl 
had been found completely paralyzed in 
October 2020 and was rehabilitated by 
the Center to once again be able to sur-
vive in the wild.

 Hailey LeBaron, Raptor Rehabilita-
tion Manager at the center, and her  
husband, John, brought the owl to its 
new home in the artificial burrow con-
structed by the Kirchoffs.

 Hailey explained that burrowing owls 
are social and welcome newcomers to 
the area as fellow burrow dwellers. It is 
anti cipated that the rehabilitated owl will 
like its new home in the artificial burrow 
and be accepted as a family member on 
the Kirchoff property.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF SUSAN CONATY
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NPAT Director of Education, 
Della Barbato has been invited 
to host two Virtually Wild! Texas 

programs at our Lawther-Deer Park Prairie 
in May. The Region 4 Education Service 
Center partners with U.S. Fish and Wild-
life’s Virtually Wild! Texas to provide 
students with engaging and interactive 
virtual field trips that highlight a location 
where kids can learn about wildlife and 
conservation. The live format allows them 
to ask questions and “get up close and 
personal” with the presenters and sites. 

These programs are aimed at second-
tofifth grade students learning in the 
classroom, at home, or a hospital room. 
Region 4 serves a seven-county area com-
prised of 48 public school districts and 
40 open-enrollment charter schools, and 
represents more than 1.2 million students, 
101,000 educators, and 1,500 campuses.

NPAT’s program is Prairies for the 
People! Della will teach about the ancient 
prairies that help make cities more resilient 
and healthy for both people and wild life.

They’ll be exploring Lawther-Deer 
Park Prairie—the largest, intact URBAN 
prairie in the Greater Houston re gion. 
This prairie is teaming with life. The 
seeds collected from this prairie are be-
ing used to restore dozens of prairies, 

Virtually Wild! Texas  
at Deer Park Prairie

including area urban prairies. Della will 
discuss the coastal prairie ecosystem, the 
importance of our insects and pollinators, 
and the benefits that prairies and native 
plants provide within city limits. 

These remnant prairies help connect 
Texans to their iconic culture and history. 
In addition, the team will show students 
and schools how they can bring a pocket 
prairie to their campus.

The goal of Virtually Wild! Texas field 
trips is to provide TEKS-based, nature 
related activities that educators can use 
in the classroom. 

Follow Della and NPAT volunteers at 
Lawther-Deer Park Prairie in a series of 
educational videos created in lieu of in- 
person field trips. Visit texasprairie.org/ 
the-deer-park-prairie-education- 
program to see the series.

STAY TUNED! This fall Della will be 
taking the “Teaching the Prairie” work-
shop statewide with a virtual section and 
a local inthefield learning session led by 
NPAT volunteers. This workshop is aimed 
at teaching the teachers and getting them 
out on the prairies. The tentative dates 
will be in October. Contact Della Barbato 
at della_barbato@texasprairie.org.

ON MARCH 6, a group of nine 
volunteers came out for a work-
day at our Talbot Brothers Prairie 

and Bottomland Forest preserve near 
New Boston. It was rescheduled from 
February 20, which was right after the 
week of the exteme freezing weather.  
On our new date, the weather was per-
fect, sunny and mild. The volunteers 
dove right into the clean up effort, they 
picked up years of trash from the bushes 
along the southern fence line. They ex-
tracted five tires, various vehicle parts 
and plenty of bottles and cans. 

We also installed four bluebird boxes 
on the prairie. During the winter bird 
survey in January, we observed a flock of 
about 20 bluebirds feeding in the mottes. 
These boxes were purchased from the 
Texas Bluebird Society and are designed 
for Texas conditions, like early heatwaves.  

A March Day at Talbot Brothers

found golden groundsel (Packera obovate) 
in the woodland. Other tiny signs of 
spring included some bluets (Houstonia 
pusilla), sundew (Drosera sp) and a 
springbeauty (Claytonia virginica).

Part of the group hiked into the forest 
to explore the western end of the preserve, 
which had not been explored yet. We 
were hoping to find some early spring 
species, like trout lilies. No luck on the 
lily hunt, but we did find several small 
streams and a perennial creek snaking 
through the woodlands.

Ideally they would have been installed 
earlier this winter, but we’re hoping to 
attract some nesters this spring. It’s hard 
to tell how many bluebirds survived the 
February freeze event. One of the local 
volunteers said they had 10 inches of 
snow in the area. Plants were still very 
dormant on our workday. Two of the local 
Red River Chapter Master Naturalists 
offered to help monitor the boxes.

Of course we had to spend some time 
looking around! And there were little 
signs of spring. The woolly ragwort 
(Packera tomentosa) was in bud and 
starting to bloom on the prairie. We 

Kay Lowery of Linden and Michael David-
son of Dallas helped haul tires and trash.

Phyllis Ballard photographed this woolly 
ragwort on a recent visit to Talbot Brothers 
Preserve while checking bluebird boxes.

Wear Your  
Prairie Pride!

Della Barbato has set up an NPAT  
embroidery template at Academic 
Outfitters in Houston. You may bring 
in your own shirt or baseball cap to 
have the “Keeping Texas Prairie!” 
artwork embroidered on it. Or you 
can also purchase a shirt at their 
store. The cost of the embroidery  
is $12 for a shirt or $15 for a  
baseball cap.
   Academic Outfitters are located  
at 5475 W. Loop S #150, Houston 
77081. Their hours of operation are 
10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, and 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.  
Saturdays. Their phone number  
is 713-660-0206.  
houston.academicoutfitters.com.

An iron-on patch is currently in  
the works as well. Stay tuned!

Lawther-Deer 
Park Prairie

THE BOARDWALK project  
continues. Thanks to the dedicated 
volunteers who have been moving 

this building project along. Glenn Merkord 
and Charles Barfield continue to lead the 
building efforts. Even during the Master 
Naturalist shutdown, Charles worked at 
home to build the base supports at his 
home. So far about 200 feet have been 
laid out into the prairie. The goal is to 
finish about 600 feet, which would make 
it easy for people to visit the middle of 
the prairie. This prairie can be very wet 
and muddy, so the boardwalk will make  
access available to people of all physical 
abilities. If you are skilled a building 
projects, we want to hear from you!

Thanks again to Katie Sallean, Betty 
and Charles Lundquist (pictured here), 
Beth and Roy Clark, and Chuck Duplant 
for all of your work on this project!

On another front, Chuck has built multi -
ple native bee boxes as well as a bumble-
bee box. They’ve been installed on the 
prairie. Three bluebird boxes have been 
installed in hopes of attracting some 
breeding bluebirds. We are also looking 
at a site for a chimney swift tower.

Upcoming projects include a possible 
rain garden at the base of the drainage 
from the house. And, of course, treating 
the non-native and native woodie species 
will be ongoing this spring and summer.

If you are interested in volunteering, 
please contact Della Barbato at  
della_barbato@texasprairie.org.  
Fourth Saturday workdays are continuing 
with small groups. RSVP is required.
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CHAPTER MONTHLY MEETINGS  
AND REGULAR EVENTS

Blackland (Dallas) Chapter
Check the website for meetings and events.  

Fayette Prairie Chapter
Chapter presentations are every  

other month by Zoom

Fort Worth Chapter
Usually meets on the second Monday.  

Currently meeting by Zoom. 
fortworthnpat.wordpress.com

Houston Chapter
Usually meets on the fourth Wednesday. 

Currently meeting by Zoom.

Deer Park Workdays are on fourth Saturdays 
please RSVP to Della Barbato.

San Antonio Chapter
Usually meets on the first Tuesday. 

Currently meeting by Zoom.

Kirchoff Prairie Restoration Workdays  
are on the third Saturday

Sign up for our monthly e-newsletter to stay current on meetings and events. Go to  
texasprairie.org to subscribe. Or go to texasprairie.org/events/ to keep up with the latest 
events around the state. Find us on Facebook and Instagram!

Our Chapters and Events
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Ways To Give
YOUR DONATIONS make a difference for the preservation of Texas’ natural  
prairie heritage, while enjoying meetings, workshops, field trips and volunteer  
activities with other prairie enthusiasts. Be a part of the solution for the many  
challenges facing this great American landscape.

We depend on your support to help us conserve Texas prairies and to educate  
people about their value. NPAT’s programs are supported by gifts, donations,  
employer matching funds, grants, membership dues and volunteer efforts.  
Did you know you can make a direct donation from your IRA distribution?

And, it’s easy to donate your old vehicle, boat, RV to NPAT. Go to careasy.org to find 
out how. Look for Native Prairies Association of Texas in their nonprofit list.

BEQUESTS Consider making a gift to NPAT in your will. These gifts help us create  
a Texas prairie legacy for future generations to experience.

SAVE A PRAIRIE with a donation of property or a conserva-
tion easement. Benefits include: significant tax incentives:  
estate, income, and capital gains • management and resto-
ration advice • conservation of family and Texas prairie lands

FOR MORE INFORMATION, visit texasprairie.org,  
email us at office@texasprairie.org or call 512-392-2288.

SAVE THE DATE!
Saturday, June 12 (tentative)
A Day on Daphne and  
the Talbot Prairies  
Join NPAT, B.F. Hicks and other prairie  
enthusiasts for a visit to our beautiful 
Northeast Texas prairies. June is one of the 
best times to visit these special prairies. 
For more details, contact Kirsti Harms at 
kirsti_harms@texasprairie.org.

CONTACT NPAT
Visit texasprairie.org

email office@texasprairie.org
----------------

415 N. Guadalupe St. PMB 385 
San Marcos, TX 78666

Board of Directors 2021

Patricia Merkord, President 
Erin Hatchett, President-elect 

Ann Sansone, Secretary
Douglas Neaves, Treasurer

Jo Ann Collins
Sean Fitzgerald

Cassidy Johnson
Don Kirchoff
Gary Kocurek

Jason Spangler, Past President
Lan Shen

Tim Siegmund
Jason Singhurst
Forrest Smith

Michelle Villafranca
Matt Wagner

Wallace Ward III

Executive Director
Kirsti Harms 

kirsti_harms@texasprairie.org

Director of Education
Della Barbato

della_barbato@texasprairie.org

North Texas Director
Carly Aulicky

carly_aulicky@texasprairie.org

NPAT CHAPTERS

Blackland (Dallas)  
blacklandnpat.wordpress.com

Fayette Prairie  
texasprairie.org/fayette-prairie-chapter/

Fort Worth  
fortworthnpat.wordpress.com

Houston 
houstonprairie.org

San Antonio  
texasprairie.org/san-antonio-chapter/ 

To join or renew online, visit texasprairie.org and  
go to Join/Support and select Become a Member.  

Or fill out this form and mail a check to:   
Native Prairies Association of Texas 
415 N. Guadalupe St. PMB 385,  
San Marcos, TX 78666

Membership Categories:  

■ $1,500 Family Lifetime   ■ $1,000 Lifetime   

■ $500 Patron   ■ $250 Benefactor   ■ $100 Hero   

■ $75 Family ■ $50 Individual   ■ $35 Student 

■ $35 Senior                  ■ New   ■ Renewal 

____________ Additional donation     

Chapter affiliation ______________________

SUPPORT THE NATIVE PRAIRIES ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS!
Name:_________________________________________________________

Address:_______________________________________________________ 

City:_______________________________ State: _________ 

Zip:_________________

Home/Office Phone:____________________________________________

Email: _________________________________________________________

I’m interested in prairies because:

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Please consider including an additional donation with your membership dues. 

      TO OUR MEMBERS AND DONORS!    
YOUR GENEROUS support of NPAT makes it possible to carry out our mission of conserving, 
restoring and sharing an appreciation of native prairies. Here are some significant donations 
from the past year. As always, we appreciate our members and donors at ALL levels.

North Texas Outreach  
& Stewardship Grant

The Dixon Water Foundation

New Lifetime Members
Karl and Kelli Ebel family

$1000+
Seth Davis~In memory of  

his wife, Kunda Lee Wicce
Sirpa Harms
Erin Hatchett
B.F. Hicks
Ian Kress
Anne Weis

Patrons
Julieanne Britain
Buford Koehler Jr.
David and Linda Knowles
Trent Miller 
Hazel and Allen Potvin
Dick and Sharon Schoech  

Donor Advised Fund
Donald Verser

Benefactors
David Bezanson
Isabelle Brogan
Brenda Catlett
Ritva Shanta Friend
Leland Gersbach
Dunham and Jill Jewett
Wesley King~In honor of  

Michelle King
Gwen Kunz
Jane W. Miller
Jacob Smith

Michelle Villafranca
Jon Watkins

Charlie Lundquist Boardwalk
Douglas Monroe

Prairie Heroes:
Marion Alsup
J. David Bamberger
Becky Bertoni
Jason Billick
Janna Blanchard
Pam Chamberlain
Nancy Beth Clark
Norbert Dittrich
Chuck Duplant
John Egan
Richard and Linda Egg
Carolyn Fannon
Brandon Fox
David Graf
Cherry and Marguerite Hartig
Dell and Gerin Hood
Anastasia Jenkins
Buford R. Koehler Jr.
Carol Marcotte
Kathryn Masters~In honor of 

Suzanne Tuttle
Lucy and Joseph McCorkle
John McDonald
Lisa Miller
Native Plant Society of Texas
Antonio Ortiz
Margaret Park
Susan Prosperie~In memory of  

Yolanda Reyes
Cheryl Sedivec

Linda and Tony Seidel
Charles Snakard
Jason and Lisa Spangler
David Stelter~In memory of  

Melissa Stetler
Gordon Stemple
Jack and Joyce Tatum
Anna Temple Galt
Jane Tillman and Mark Lyon
Jeannine Tinsley
Emily Todd
Carolyn Vogel
Jim and Belinda Weatherly
Nancy Webber
Karen Weehler~In memory of 

her father, Eldon Wheeler
Sue Wiseman 
Matt Wagner 
Jim and Belinda Weatherly 
Anne Witherspoon 
Ahlene Shong
Lewis Swanson
Jim and Belinda Weatherly
Sue Wiseman
Anne Witherspoon

North Texas Outreach  
& Stewardship Fund

Linda Beranek
Janice Bezanson
Mary Boyce
Irene Conlan
Kim and Ray Conrow
Denise Costello
Rosemary Costello
Valerie Dalton

Wendy Elias
Santo Endieveri
Michael Fontenot
Rick Gast
Scott Hadden
Marcia Haley
Kathryn Henderson
Julia Heskett
John Ivie
Cassidy Johnson
Scott Kiester
Don Kirchoff
Linda Knowles
Gary Kocurek
Peggy Levinson
Linda Manduley
Martha Manini
Teresa Maslonka
Bill McGrath
Jared McNabb
Trent Miller
Jo Mondo
Elaine Moock
Kimberly Morris
Michael Murphy
Native Plant Society of Texas
Sally L. Pian
Nicki Praiswater
Warren W. Pruess
Susan Richards
Margaret Russell
Sara Sallean    
Cullen Schaar
Selena Schindler
Steven Schwartzman
Chuck Sexton
Rebecca Sharpless
Lan Shen
Ardell Siegel
Stalin SM
Jeffrey Veazey
David Vestal
Matthew Wagner
Anne Weis
Diane Wetherbee
Terry White
John Wier
Tom Willard
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Sign up for our  
email newsletter  
at texasprairie.org  
and keep up to date 
with prairie events 
across the state. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

SIGNS OF SPRING
“The Falcate Orangetip is a 

unique butterfly. They have a 
marbled pattern under their hind 

wings. The female is white and 
the male has orange on the tip  
of the upper wing. I have only 

observed them for a few weeks 
in March and occasionally into 
April. It has one flight season, 
one egg is laid per host plant 

(mustard, cress), and chrysalids 

hibernate till next spring.”

~Chuck Duplant 
Chuck photographed this butterfly 

at Brazos Bend State Park.


