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New Mexico has a long and unique
history of human settlement developed
in accordance with the notion that
communities should protect the natural
environment. This history began with the
Native American tribes and pueblos and
continued with the Spanish and Mexican
community land grants. As land-based
people, both Native American and IndoHispano settlers held sacred the connection
between human beings and their natural
surroundings. A community’s dependence on the land and all its resources for
survival required an understanding of
how to utilize the gifts provided by Nature
for long-term sustainability rather than
short-term gain. Lands granted to families
by Spain or Mexico for the establishment
of a community were required to have
sufficient resources to support not only
the founding settlers but future residents
as well. For this reason, community land
grants always encompassed a watershed
that included forested uplands, pasture-

lands, and lowland valleys that could be
utilized for agriculture. All community
land grants were required to establish an
acequia system for the delivery of water
to the community and a governing body
to ensure the protection of common land,
water, and other natural resources. Once
established, these land grant communities were highly self-sufficient from 1598
until the early 1900s. The decline in selfsufficiency and community survivability
resulted directly from the loss of common
lands after the Mexican-American War
ended in 1848. At that time, there were 131
Spanish and Mexican land grant communities, which managed over eight million
acres of common land. Today there are
only about thirty-five active land grant
communities, which have struggled to
maintain approximately 200,000 acres
of common land. The common lands
have been lost over the past 161 years
to both public and private interests in a
variety of ways. About 3.4 million acres
became property of the United States,
and much of it is managed today by the
US Forest Service and the Bureau of Land
Management. The loss of common land
created great economic hardships for land
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grant community members, whose entire
way of life depended on the land base, and
who were forced to leave their homelands
in search of other means of survival.
Today, land grant heirs who have
remained in their communities of origin
still have a strong desire to utilize and
protect their former common lands, which
are now under the control of the federal
government. It is these centuries-old
communities that face the biggest risk to
life and property when large-scale wildfires
burn uncontrollably as a direct result of
neglect from federal land management
agencies. In recent years, land grant
communities have actively tried to work
with federal land management agencies
to help plan for the administration and
care of former common lands. In doing so,
community land grant advocates have also
begun to engage local and national conservation organizations to establish common
goals for management and protection of
these public lands. Their intent is to work
collaboratively with other organizations to
address common concerns and to ensure
not only the health of the land but also
the protection of their communities and
natural resources.

Reflections on the Journey
By Nathan Small
For the truth the Turkey is in comparison
[to the bald eagle] a much more respectable
bird, and withal a true original native of
America … He is besides, though a little
vain & silly, a bird of courage, and would
not hesitate to attack a grenadier of the
British Guards who should presume to
invade his farm yard with a red coat on.
—Benjamin Franklin
We’ve already traveled far for wild
turkey, my brother and I. Back in time,
through the wilds of the Apache Kid
wilderness, and into the Aldo Leopold
Wilderness Area. The 2009 turkey season
brings with it time for reflection, and
journeys into wildernesses past and
present.
Growing up in Grants, NM spring turkey
season was a time of shared possibility
and excitement. My first grade teacher and
I would trade updates in class on Monday,
rehashing the weekend’s hunts. My grandfather was tremendously proud of the first
turkey I harvested, high on Mt. Taylor in
the Cibola National Forest.
Even in the years after his stroke, I
would find people to take me back into the
high country in search of spring turkeys.
Those hunts were less successful than
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in previous years with Grandpa, but the
feeling of freedom and connection was still
strong. I can remember to this moment an
aspen grove beneath an unnamed, uneven
peak and the joyful stillness as I carefully
crept closer to the near the sound of softy
calling turkeys below.
My brother never knew my mother’s
father, Tom P. Small, the way that I did.
That is sad. Even so, Douglas and I already
have shared many outdoor adventures.
There was the time an elk turned into
a bear and then back into an elk on a
camping trip to Mt. Taylor. We’ve seen the
endless sweep of grassland below Alamo
Mountain on Otero Mesa, and followed
a moonlit ribbon back to camp from hot
springs in Idaho.
This is the first year we hunt turkey.
Douglas just passed his hunter’s safety
test, scoring a perfect 100.
To prepare, we took a scouting trip to
the Apache Kid wilderness in the San
Mateo Mountains. Over a day of wind,
after crossing miles of rugged, dry terrain,
our only sign of turkey was one windblown
feather miraculously perched in a bush
above San Mateo Spring. It was sparse but
beautiful country.
Other visitors were also in the
wilderness. A group of school kids on
spring break from Socorro schools and

two grown leaders were crossing end to
end. After passing them in a high saddle
underneath San Mateo Peak (Douglas
found a glove that turned out to belong
to one of their party), we continued down
into 25 Yard spring. We saw them again on
the way out. One mentioned potentially
hearing a turkey—the eternal optimism
of pursuit.
We didn’t hunt in the San Mateos—not
enough turkey. But we’ll always remember
the next morning, after a light dusting of
snow covered the ground with an inkwell
of white, revealing the secret wanderings
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The Enduring Gift of a Penny
I first saw Big Bend National Park in
1968, and it’s been my favorite park since
that windy April day. Over 800,000 acres
of desert country; river bottom; craggy,
steep cliffs; and mountain meadows
with pines and springs and waterfalls.
And the mixture of species! Where else
can you find quaking aspen and green
kingfishers in the same park? Nowhere!
Birders visit the park for the rarities
from Mexico and to hike to Boot Spring
in the Chisos to see the Colima warbler,
the only reliable place in the United
States to find this rare bird. Yet, even
with all we know about this park, there
is much more that we don’t know. While
the list of species known to live in the
park is extensive, there are many new
species yet to be found. Invertebrates in
particular are poorly known, and, even
now, vertebrates previously not known
to live in the park are regularly found.
Big Bend is the larger of the two
national parks in Texas and was created
in 1944. Much of the park was originally
purchased by the children of Texas.
Thousands of kids raised money in a
“pennies for parks” program, where the
coins they gathered would be used to
purchase much of what is now Big Bend
National Park.
Big Bend is filled with so much of what
embodies the national park system.
There are old mining camps and Native
American sites. The fossil of the world’s
largest flying reptile (a Pterosaur) was
discovered here. It has the tonguetwisting name of Quetzalcoatlus
northropi and a wingspan of ten meters
(about thirty-three feet). There are more
species of birds in Big Bend National
Park than any other park in the United
States. At 1,250 square miles, Big Bend
is about 20 percent larger than Rhode
Island. The superlatives go on and on.

The park is well appreciated by Texans,
who constitute most of its visitors. In
1944, the park’s inaugural year, only
1,409 people visited. There was a war
going on, gas was in short supply, and
few people even knew of the park or had
the time to visit. Since 2000, the average
annual visitation has been around
350,000 people. Being so far removed
from large urban centers has “saved”
the park, but you might not think that if
you visited the park during spring break.
Currently most people who visit the park
tour the cooler Chisos Basin or camp at
Rio Grande Village or Castalon.
While the daytime views of the park
are spectacular, night also has much to
offer. The night sky is amazing to those
who live in areas where light pollution
has drowned out all but the brightest
stars. The night sounds are incomparable. During the night at Rio Grande
Village, one can hear everything from
elf owls, the smallest owl in the world,
to a night chorus of coyotes and even
donkeys braying from across the river at
Boquillas, Mexico.
While the park does protect large
landscapes, all is not perfect. Big
Bend was overgrazed for many years,
especially during the period immediately before it became a park. During
the cattle-grazing years, there was a
constant war on predators, and that
continues outside the park boundaries.
Tornillo Creek, which once had flowing
water and was lined with cottonwoods
and populated with beaver, is now
largely dry, with cottonwoods only
near the mouth. Most of the creek bed
is bare rock and gravel. Water flow
on the Rio Grande has been reduced
sharply by users upstream, which has
sharply changed the riparian ecosystem.
Water quality is poor because of pesticides, waste, and increasing amounts
of sediment. Climate change threatens

the pine forest in the Chisos Mountains
more and more each year. Air pollution
from the East Coast and northeastern
Mexico has caused drastic changes in
air quality in the last twenty-five years.
And changes brought on by early settlers
continue to endure, with many onceabundant species now rare or absent
from the park.
The park area, like all ecosystems,
works gradually to heal itself. Sometimes
this isn’t possible, especially in small
landscapes or where species were
permanently lost. Big Bend is a large
area, however, and, to a large degree,
has the potential for recovery. Many
predators were able to survive until
the park was established. Others, such
as the black bear, were extirpated but
eventually recolonized the park from
the mountains in adjacent Mexico.

of wild creatures in the wilderness.
Standing out in stark and beautiful relief
were the prints of a mountain lion, etched
into the white canvass. It came well before
light—frozen snow in the track testified
to that—but the nearness of majesty still
brings shivers and smile.
The Aldo Leopold was a wilderness
alive with wildlife, water, and native Gila
Trout. In the predawn light, we saw 25
elk grazing in a wide meadow, and one
afternoon observed two mule deer feed up
the canyon side.
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Peregrine falcons, who once almost died
out because of DDT poisoning, now nest
at several places in the park.
Over the years, various groups have
pushed for wilderness designation in
the park, to protect the open spaces,
provide opportunities for the ecosystem
to heal itself, and for people to enjoy
the wilderness character of the park.
Several times there has even been an
effort to develop a “peace park” concept
with adjoining parks in Mexico. At the
present, all this has yet to happen. The
National Park Service was instructed
years ago to provide Congress with its
wilderness evaluation and recommendations for each park, if there was suitable
land for such designation. In 1978,
Big Bend National Park forwarded its
suggestion, which has sat there gathering
dust for over a quarter of a century.
Does this park merit Wilderness
designation? The answer is a resounding
“YES!” And it is important that that final
step be taken now. The recommendation
is in place, and, for the first time in many
years, we have a wilderness-friendly
Congress and president. Large tracts of
land in the park are without roads, and
there is probably no better opportunity
for large areas of Wilderness in the lower
forty-eight states. While many of these
roadless areas are not currently under
threat of having roads built, no one can
tell what will happen tomorrow or under
a new administration. There hasn’t been
a better time in decades to finish—
actually, to start—the job of Wilderness
in Big Bend National Park. And who
would have guessed that this was all
begun by a bunch of kids collecting
pennies for a park they might never see?
I hope they did.
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