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Late in the spring of 2009, the Buffalo 
Creek Committee (BCC) in Cleburne, 
Texas, requested assistance from the 
Rio Brazos Master Naturalist (RBMN) 
chapter in planning and implementing a 
constructive plan for a segment of the 
west branch of the creek encompassed 
by Hulen Park.  Buffalo Creek’s west 
branch parallels Main Street as it runs 
north to south through the heart of town, 
and it is a storm water stream bordered 
by residential properties on the west 
bank and industrial businesses on the 
east bank.  Previous efforts by the 
Committee have focused on cleaning 
out the pollutants and beautifying the 
stream frontage passing through 
downtown and the park.  Two broken-
down CCC low water dams were 
recently rebuilt in a multi-agency joint 
effort to control flooding and to create a 
stable pool of water beside the 
children’s park playground for the 
annual running of the Ducky Derby--- 
the major fundraiser for the BCC. 
 
We (RBMN) agreed to take on the tasks 
of planning and monitoring the final 
section of parkland from south of the 
second dam to the Country Club Road 
bridge.  From there southward, Buffalo 
Creek runs through private farmland, 
joins the east branch of Buffalo Creek 
and the McAnear Creek and meets the 
Nolan River at the bottom end of Lake 
Pat Cleburne.  The Nolan runs into Lake 
Whitney and the Brazos River.  Nearly all of 
the aforementioned waterways are bordered 
by agricultural and/or undeveloped riparian 
zones from south of Cleburne to Lake 
Whitney.   
 
A major impetus in this project was to 
make private residential and business 

owners in the city aware of the influence they 
have on the Brazos watershed and to make 
adjustments to positively impact this important 
water source. We named this effort the Buffalo 
Creek Riparian Development Project  and we 
are keeping this mission to the fore in our 
planning.  Oversight and approval is by the BCC, 
and the Cleburne Parks and Recreation 
Department has agreed to provide maintenance 
at our (RBMN) direction. 
 

The agreed parameters are as follows:  no 
invasive species (none to be introduced and 
any currently present to be removed); 
Johnson county natives ONLY to be utilized; 
the site to be landscaped attractively and 
safely for park visitors, with a dominant eye 
towards public education through kiosks, 
signage, plant selection and placement; 
ecology and water quality enhancement; 
and wildlife/aquatic habitat designation by 
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. 
 
A review of the site showed an area 
essentially wiped clean by a tornado thirteen 
years ago.  One lone mature cedar elm 
remained on the edge of the west bank.  
The streamsides were mostly steep and soft 
and covered by Johnson grass, bindweed, 
dallisgrass and giant ragweed.  The muck-
bottomed stream itself was somewhat 
clogged with gravel bars, riprap, and storm 
debris and fully exposed to sunlight 
throughout its length--- the water was quite 
warm.  An area adjacent to the road bridge 
was seriously eroded into a cutbank at least 
fifteen feet high.  There was some gently 
sloping access to the water from the foot of 
the new dam and its concrete/gabion 
aprons.  On the east side of the creek, fifty 
feet from streamside, there was a smattering 
of mature cedar elms (still badly storm-
battered) and a steeply sloped embankment 
covered in bermuda grass that was a 
maintenance nightmare to the Parks 
Department.  
                                       Continued, page 2 
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Shipment of balled and burlapped 
hardwoods arriving at the scene.  Photo:  
Wendy Moore 

RBMN volunteers guiding City of 
Cleburne employee in tree placement.  
Photo:  Wendy Moore 
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The assessment revealed some signs of 
encouragement, however:  at least fifty 
percent of the grass on the east side was 
actually buffalo grass; the stream edges 
were filled with smartweed, water willow, 
water primrose and some slender-leaved 
cattail; the streambanks also included 
some native wildflowers such as wild 
petunia, coreopsis, joe pye weed, and 
dayflower; damselflies and dragonflies and 
their larva were fairly abundant; bullhead 
catfish, sunfish, black bass and mosquito 
fish were hatched and evidently thriving; 
the few mature trees on the east side 
could be utilized as overstory for new 
understory plantings (and all said trees 
were Johnson County natives); and an 
undeveloped riparian area filled with 
native trees, vines and plants was  within 
sight immediately on the other side of the 
road overpass (which would encourage a 
faster response for integrating native 
wildlife into our project area and serve as 
a natural segue for our extending the 
wildlife highway and lessening the habitat 
defragmentation). 
 
The BCC agreed to the RBMN mission of 
providing education, outreach and service 
to the beneficial management of natural 
resources within our community and we 
therefore made the following proposal:  to 
develop a riparian corridor demonstration 
site with five habitat areas.  Those areas 
would be the streambed (aquatic), the 
stream banks and bars (wetland), the 
stream bank edges (bottomland 
hardwood), and the steep embankment 
and large sweeps of Bermuda grass park 
(upland forest and native shortgrass 
prairie).  We are using the EPA guidelines 
proposed by the Office of Wetland, 
Oceans and Watersheds for establishing 
the five ecosystems.   
 
Most uniquely, we are designing the native 
plantings according to architectural 
landscape practices in order to entice the 
public into duplicating our efforts at their 
homes and businesses, and also in order 
to honor the park setting and the need for 
human access in and amongst the 
development area.  To that end, we 
proposed, in Phase 1, a planting of large 
bottomland forest trees at the top edge of 
the streambanks in matched pairs on 

opposing sides.  Four eastern cottonwoods 
anchored the four corners of the dam aprons 
and served as natural signposts/entry points 
for our project.  Their special value as 
wildlife habitat in a stream setting and their 
strong vertical growth pattern and resistance 
to flood damage made them a logical 
choice.  We were able to locate four native 
pecans (all trees for this phase were 
required to be at least a 3” or more caliper to 
more readily resist floodwaters during their 
establishment phase) and spaced them out 
in two sets.  Also included were matched 
pairs of Shumard red oak, escarpment live 
oak, American sycamore, and American 
elm.  We matched another American elm to 
our very lonely surviving cedar elm.  These 
trees were spaced fifty feet apart from the 
dam to the bridge to account for mature 
growth.  There were only a total of four oaks 
utilized as a concession to the possible 
eventuality of oak wilt disease.  The 
American elms came from the Elm 
Research Institute and are guaranteed 
against Dutch elm disease.  The three elms 
each have a different genotype (hand-
selected by the researcher) and will be a 
valuable seed-bearing source in the Brazos 
watershed for re-populating native American 
elms into our state’s ecosystem (the story on 
these elms and how we discovered and 
came to utilize them is fascinating and will 
be included in our next newsletter issue).  
Additionally, we chose three bur oaks and 
two Texas ash and placed them randomly 
away from the linear arrangement of the other 
hardwoods, but in the transition area of our 
bottomland to upland forest sites. 
 
Aesthetically, we hoped to duplicate the 
appearance of the creek before the tornado, 
when large old trees overhung the water and 
linked together across and along the stream.  
This was fondly remembered and dearly 
missed by long-time citizens in the 
community. It is a very attractive and 
symmetrical design and the trees were 
carefully hand-selected for their branching 
structure, health, and fall color (where 
applicable).  It has already gained 
considerable and favorable public 
recognition and, we hope, will result in 
duplicative efforts.  But from a naturalist’s 
standpoint, we designed this to do several 
things:  encourage forage and shelter and cover 
for birds and other wildlife; cool the water 
temperature and therefore increase the aquatic 
                                             

Continued, page 3 

RBMN volunteers guiding tree into 
a pre-dug hole.  Photo:  Wendy 
Moore 

RBMN volunteer Henry Bogusch 
assisting with the tree planting.  
Photo:  Wendy Moore 



 3 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

August 2010 

 

Buffalo Creek, continued from page 2 
 
food chain from macroinvertebrates to 
mammals/birds; stabilize the streambanks; 
intercept storm runoff and slow water 
velocity; reduce sedimentation and 
erosion; filter non-point source pollution; 
and, significantly and instantaneously, 
increase the wildlife corridor by more than 
five hundred feet from the nearest riparian 
habitat. 
 
Phase 1 was completed in late January, 
2010.  Our naturalists planned, selected, 
purchased (with BCC funds), and 
supervised planting of the trees.  It is now 
the city of Cleburne’s task to maintain the 
area.  Our project is already making a 
significant difference to the habitat.  The 
number of observed bird species has 
QUADRUPLED over that of last year at 
this time (some species now have 
perching sites in the 24 young trees that 
they need and those same trees provided 
insects, buds and blooms this spring).  A 
mockingbird has nested and raised its 
young in one of them.  A beaver promptly 
came upstream and very effectively took 
out one of the cottonwoods!  How can you 
get mad about that?  We wanted wildlife.  
We got it!  (We wrapped the tree trunks 
with chicken wire and t-posts afterwards 
and will need to replace the tree).  We 
have had some losses.  The pecans 
budded out very late and then declined 
and will need to be replaced (city 
maintenance, or lack thereof, will be a 
challenge).  The American elms are the 
strongest and fastest-growing of them all!  
And the birds really seem to favor them 
above all the others.  A pair of kingfishers 
have raised a family nearby, and while 
spotted occasionally last summer, they 
have chosen the new trees as launching 
places and are frequently, loudly and 
colorfully evident this year.  The 
kingfishers (our chapter’s mascot and 
emblem) have selected a mature cedar 
elm on the east bank as their favorite 
eating place to hammer open and dine on 
crawdads.  The pile of shells under the 
tree get routinely scattered by others 
(such as coons and little boys---it is really 
fun to eavesdrop on the children 
exclaiming about the “shrimp” and how 
they got way out here from the ocean!”) 
 
The neighbor across Country Club Road 
(having lived there several decades) has seen 
deer grazing and crossing the road several        

times this spring and commented that he 
had not seen such for many, many years. 
 
We have not completed planning of 
Phase 2.  There were some logistical 
issues that could not be overcome this 
spring and we got a late start.  We had 
hoped to kill the bermudagrass on the 
steep slope and plant Virginia creeper and 
understory trees and shrubs this fall.  
However, we will need to delay that until 
next spring as it will necessitate rooting 
over 2000 cuttings for autumn planting 
and we could not source it this year.  
Instead, we will, upon BCC approval, do 
so next year.  This year, 2010, we hope to 
plant a “Redbud Room” on the west bank 
that will entail a ring of Texas redbuds 
around a very large boulder that will 
encourage children to play and hide “in 
plain sight” of their parents while waiting 
at the nearby ballpark.  The wildlife value 
of these trees is significant, and it will be 
an attractive color and design for the 
landscape.  We will also be replacing the 
afore-mentioned dead trees and adding a 
few others in the upland forest area:  
namely, Mexican plum, Eve’s necklace, 
Texas redbud, western soapberry, rusty 
blackhaw viburnum, and Mexican 
buckeye.  As all the trees mature and 
shading occurs, we will be able to plant 
groundcovers and vines and plan 
pathways and vistas.  We will continue to 
chip away at the invasives in the 
streambanks and replace them with 
desirable native species of grass, 
wildflowers and aquatic plants and 
shrubs.  Our designs will thoughtfully 
include as much multi-seasonal color and 
interest as possible within architectural 
landscaping parameters. One idea which 
we are currently floating is the massed 
use of native trumpet vine planted in the 
top edge of three hundred linear feet of 
the steep creek banks to flow downward 
to the water’s edge.  We believe it would 
serve to suffocate the invasives, provide 
important food, nectar and cover and be 
very attractive throughout the spring, 
summer and fall.  While aggressive, there 
will be nothing it can invade, and as the 
big hardwood trees mature, much of it will 
die out and any that does not can be kept 
off the trunks with yearly maintenance. 
This is only a novel concept at this point, 
so if any reader has anything constructive 
to add to the cogitation, we would 
welcome it. 
 
                                        Continued, page 4 
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The second annual Acton Nature 
Center Run took place on April 24, 
2010 with great success.  The 5K run 
begins at the Opal Durant Community 
Center and circles through the ANC 
before terminating near the front gate.  
Rio Brazos Master Naturalist 
volunteers worked hard during the 2 
weeks preceding the event to raise and 
mulch the trails through the low areas.  
Although it rained before and during 
the day of the run creating a few 
muddy spots, the trails were still 
functional and the run was able to take 
place.  The purpose of the run is to 
raise awareness of local citizens about 
the ANC and to raise funds to assist 
with ANC operations.  The Acton 
Community Association organizes the 
run, recruiting local sponsors and 
providing on-the-ground support to 
guide the participants through the 
course.  This year there were 115 
registered participants.  The run was 
advertised in Hood County on various 
marquee signs and in printed material, 
as well as the Granbury unlimited 
marketplace and the Hood County 
News.  Run brochures were placed in 
various businesses around Granbury 
and Fort Worth.  A total of 26 
merchants helped sponsor the event 
raising nearly $7700 for the ANC.  The 
run is expected to take place again 
next year with even bigger and better 
results. 
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We hope, as time goes on, to add 
partners to this venture:  our local school 
system and home schoolers, US Fish 
and Wildlife, TxDot, USDA/NRCS, 
scouting troops, TPWD, the Texas 
Stream Team and others.  We have 
already received significant financial 
support and the stamp of approval from 
the Johnson County Historical 
Commission and the Daughters of the 
American Revolution (again, stay tuned 
for this delightful story in our next issue)! 
 
In summary, the Buffalo Creek Riparian 
Development Project  is a grassroots 
effort spearheaded by the partnership of 
the Buffalo Creek Committee and the Rio 
Brazos Master Naturalist chapter.  The 
major goals of this demonstration site are 
riparian corridor rehabilitation, stream 
bank stabilization, erosion control, 
water/wetland hydrology restoration, 
water quality improvement, flood 
reduction, watershed stewardship, 
stakeholder participation, wildlife habitat 
increase and fragmentation decrease, 
invasive species removal, native species 
re-introduction, community education and 
volunteer opportunities. 
 
An equally important objective is to 
provide recreation (fishing, bird watching, 
strolling, contemplation, and unlimited 
child-engendered activities) and 
landscape aesthetics to enhance the 
quality of life of the City of Cleburne 
residents and of all those communities 
and neighbors downstream with whom 
we share this watershed.  
 
Already, an unforeseen benefit of this 
project has been the opportunity to 
mentally stretch and grow in the 
knowledge of riparian restoration 
elements, dam structures, engineering, 
natural history, water dynamics, 
symbiosis, public speaking, community 
outreach, plant genetics and professional 
networking.  There are an infinite number 
of details that go into a project like this 
and it has been quite enlightening as to 
how Henry David Thoreau could make so 
much, for so long, out of one short 
season of his life at one small pond. 
 

Although the ANC trails are 
easily trekked throughout most 
of the year, they can get muddy 
during wet weather, such as the 
conditions that existed prior to 
this year’s ANC Run.  
Concentrated efforts by RBMN 
volunteers to mulch the low 
spots helped make this year’s 
event a more pleasurable 
experience for the 100+ run 
participants.  Photo:  Wendy 
Moore 
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Prickly pear is one of the largest genera of 
the cactus family.  Originally a new world 
genus, it includes about 200 species that 
have now been introduced around the 
world.  Although it is an unwanted pest in 
many locations, the prickly pear is revered 
in many Texas locations and was 
designated the state plant by the 74th state 
legislature in 1995; all members of the 
subgenus Opuntia (with flat stems) are 
considered the state plant, while those of 
the subgenus Cylindroopuntia (with round 
stems) are not.  Note that there is a 
difference between the state plant of Texas 
(the prickly pear) and the state flower of 
Texas (the bluebonnet).   
 
Prickly pear species are adapted to a wide 
variety of soils and are particularly 
abundant in pastures and rangelands that 
have been historically overgrazed.  Prickly 
pears are perennials that form low growing 
clumps that are capable of growing 3 or 
more feet in height.  Each plant is 
comprised of several flattened stems that 
bear two different kinds of spines; large 
(approximately 1 inch) needle-like spines 
that are capable of penetrating the skin of 
animals and causing pain and physical 
damage, and small, barbed hairs (glochids) 
that typically lodge in the skin causing 
dermatitis and extreme irritation.  Because 
livestock prefer not to graze in prickly pear 
clumps, for fear of getting spines stuck in 
their muzzles or tongues, an ungrazed 
area is usually created around each cactus 
plant.   With continued overgrazing and 
reduced plant competition, each clump can 
increase in size and spread over large 
areas, causing severe infestations. 
 
Despite its drawbacks, prickly pear has 
been and is one of the most important 
plants in Texas.  Practically every part of 
the plant, including stems, flowers, seeds, 
thorns, sap, and associated insects have 
been historically used by many different 
American cultures.  Even today the plant is 
commonly used all over the world.  
Probably the most prominent feature of  
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Texas pricklypear (Opuntia 
engelmannii) at the Acton Nature 
Center, displaying the edible pears 
(tunas).  Photo:  Billy Teels 

Texas pricklypear in full flower at 
the ANC.  Photo:  Billy Teels 

the plant is its flattened stems, or pads, 
which can be eaten once the spines are 
removed; boiled, steamed, roasted, or raw.  
They are particularly popular in Mexico and 
Central America where they are referred to 
as nopales and mostly prepared as a 
cooked vegetable, reportedly having a 
flavor similar to green beans.  The sweet, 
juicy, fruits of the plant, called tunas, are 
also very popular in many countries 
besides the United States.  In fact, the 
worldwide commercial production of prickly 
pear tunas is more than twice that of 
strawberries, avocados or apricots.  One of 
the most important uses of prickly pear is 
livestock food in periods of drought.  
Because of their high moisture content, 
livestock naturally turn to the pads as an 
emergency food source when it is dry.  The 
pads not only provide a source of water, 
but are a nutritious fodder (7-8% crude 
protein).  To enhance livestock use, special 
propane burners have been developed to 
burn off the spines, and cattle have quickly 
responded to the practice.  
 
It is not hard to imagine that prickly pear 
would be an extremely important plant to 
our native wildlife.  White-tailed deer, 
javelina, coyotes, foxes, rabbits, raccoons, 
packrats, mice, squirrels, tortoises, and 
many species of birds are known to eat the 
tunas.  In a ranking of the top 40 plant 
species eaten by white-tailed deer in south 
Texas, prickly pear was found to have 
been consumed at a higher frequency and 
volume than any other species. 
 
One of the interesting side notes of prickly 
pear biology is that it host to a scale insect, 
the Cochineal (Dactylopius coccus), that is 
renown for its production of a brilliant, 
crimson-colored dye.  These tiny insects 
appear as a white, cottony web on prickly 
pear pads, and if removed and rubbed 
between the fingers, the brilliant red dye is 
exposed.  Cochineal dye was so popular 
that both the plant and the insect were 
commonly cultivated until the late 19th 
century when cochineal was largely 
replaced by artificial dyes.  However, due 
to health fears over artificial coloring, 
cochineal culture in nopalries (prickly pear-
cochineal insect farms) is once again 
becoming profitable. 
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Stephen  DeStefano. Coyote at the Kitchen 
Door: Living with Wildlife in Suburbia. 
Harvard University Press, 2010. 197 pp.  
$24.95. The survival of wildlife in urban 
settings that have overtaken former natural 
habitats is biologist Stephen DeStefano’s 
subject in Coyote at the Kitchen Door.  While 
some species (such as the mountain lion) 
have been disastrously displaced by 
urbanization, others have adapted — often to 
the anguish of homeowners and pet-lovers. 
Wildlife making a go of it in towns and cities 
meet many challenges, including traffic, 
windows and numerous toxins. Challenging 
as they can be to wildlife, urban and 
suburban environments are nonetheless 
alternative ecosystems where even roads 
can foster adaptive behavior in animals. 
If you think that local patches of preserved 
wildscape compensate for the impact of 
urbanization, Professor DeStefano advises 
some rethinking. The life-patterns of animals 
(or for native plants, incidentally) cannot be 
sustained so simply.  I confess that, for me at 
least, this little book resisted ever becoming 
either fish or fowl, as it were. It always 
remained a peculiar, never quite jelling 
mixture of personal memoir, ecological report 
and close-up coyote portrait by an author 
who seemed downright timid about taking a 
position on any of the many issues at stake.  
My personal preferences aside, though, 
Coyote at the Kitchen Door would make a 
fine recommendation for high school 
or advanced elementary students seeking  
highly accessible summaries of the latest 
findings about the impact of urbanization on 
wildlife. 
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The class is now over with six participants 
completing the training, and five of the six 
about to complete their certification. The 
2010 class members are Catherine and 
Dennis Reger, Maryann Mathews, Nancy 
Pricer, Michelle Marti, and Nancy Hancock.  
One of the class members is nearly ready 
to certify and several others are working to 
that goal. One of the class members joined 
late and is planning on attending the Ellis 
County Chapter training. The instructors 
were very good and captured the attention 
of all in attendance. The Saturday classes 
were well received by both retired and still 
not retired students. The field exercises 
were a big plus and allowed us to use our 
partners, the Acton Nature Center, Fossil 
Rim, and Dinosaur Valley State Park.  All 
things considered this was a very 
successful class.  

The instructors also liked the format, 
relaxed and convenient for most of them. 
During the field demonstration on soils by 
Dewayne we also learned about the 
elusive “wild grape tree”. During the field 
trip to the Paluxy River in DVSP we met 
two other Master Naturalists from Houston 
and Wichita Falls and exchanged 
information. Maryann even netted a gar in 
the River. The Acton Nature Center was 
cooperative and presented us with a 
variety of flowers, grasses, and critters 
during the sometimes too hot field trips, 
love summer in Texas.  A celebration was 
held at the August monthly acknowledging 
the accomplishments of the new class and 
welcoming them as members into the 
Chapter.   

 

2010 RBMN class receiving the 
mammalogy lecture from Curt 
Decker at the Opal Durant Center, 
Acton Texas.  Photo:  Robert 
Theimer 

2010 class at the herpetology field 
trip with Mike Balderas at the 
ANC.  Photo:  Robert Theimer 

2010 class at the aquatic field trip 
with Billy Teels at Dinosaur Valley 
State Park.  Photo:  Robert 
Theimer 


