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The Animal Shaping the Refuge
You may have noticed drastic changes to
some of Bosque del Apache’s (refuge) moist
soil units and areas that historically held
water throughout the year. These focused
prescriptions were done purposefully by refuge
staff to support the needs of a very unique
creature.
Imagine a mammal that hibernates seven
months out of the year, then wakes in mid-May
to hastily search for food and produce up to
two young before going back into hibernation
in October. This animal does not bear young
until its second year of life and will go back
into hibernation (or torpor) if conditions are
not favorable when it awakens in May.
Did you figure it out yet?
No, it is not a bear . . . or a bat!
Here are a few more hints. During the daylight hours of
the active summer season, nonbreeding individuals will
create small day nests in dense grass patches, and breeding
females will use maternal nests along dry earthen banks.
Every night, they will emerge from their daytime hide-outs
and capably swim across ditches and standing water (above
and below water – kind of like an otter), to access tall
herbaceous vegetation such as spikerush and grasses. Once
they access their nighttime feeding grounds, they will jump
from plant to plant like a primate, feeding on seed heads
within the dense vegetation. Then, before sunrise, they
return to their daytime hide-outs for a summer siesta.
You might still be stumped, but if you guessed that I
am talking about the federally endangered New Mexico
meadow jumping mouse (jumping mouse), then you are
right, and we should put you on the payroll.
The jumping mouse is more closely related to jerboas than it
is to the common house mouse or the deer mouse. This

specialized little creature also occurs in the Sangre de
Cristo, Sacramento, and Jemez mountains of New Mexico,
and in three locations in Colorado and Arizona. The one
thing in common among these high-elevation mountain
populations is that they are closely associated with streams
and water-saturated soils. The unique refuge population
is the last known remaining low-elevation population in
New Mexico. This species was historically documented
intermittently throughout the Rio Grande Valley (valley)
from Velarde, New Mexico, to the refuge. Due to limited
surface water availability and changes to the Rio Grande
flood regime, the jumping mouse population within the
valley has declined considerably. The refuge’s wetland
management goals for waterfowl and Southwestern willow
flycatchers likely supported this species prior to federal
listing in 2014 because we manage the refuge to mimic the
historic flood regime of the Rio Grande. One of the most
important jumping mouse-friendly management actions
the refuge has always implemented is annual disturbance.
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The Rio Grande historically experienced large flood events,
which would create backwater areas, side channels, and
erosive disturbances that would displace woody plants and
replace vast areas with herbaceous seed-bearing plants and
salt-grass meadows. Currently, the Rio Grande does not
experience these dynamic disturbances; therefore, woody
plant species have been able to take over and slowly progress
into a late succession plant community, which is not favorable
habitat for the jumping mouse. In order to mimic this
historical function that enhances habitat for both waterfowl
and federally listed species, the refuge annually implements
disturbances using farm equipment, such as disks and
mowers.
Upon federal listing of the jumping mouse in 2014, the
refuge prescribed maintenance and monitoring actions
to support this dwindling species. Beginning in 2017, the
refuge began implementing large-scale projects to create and
restore habitat specifically for the jumping mouse. Efforts
include (1) removing woody vegetation from areas adjacent
to occupied jumping mouse habitat; (2) creating small
channels, thus, mimicking “beaver runs” adjacent to several
key refuge ditches to encourage herbaceous plant growth;
(3) strategically placing water control structures in areas to
establish the appropriate plant community for nighttime
feeding purposes; and (4) converting areas of standing water
into safe jumping mouse feeding habitat. Those of you who
visit the refuge regularly have probably noticed some of
these changes. In fact, you can drive the north and south
tour routes today and see the large piles of tree slash within
cleared areas and the small “beaver runs” cut along the banks
of the Riverside Canal. One important site that you can
watch change in real time is located immediately west of the
Rio Viejo Trail parking lot at the end of the south tour route,
named the “old rookery unit”.

create new jumping mouse habitat, the refuge decided to
restore this ponded site to an early succession wetland unit.
To accomplish this, our amazingly talented maintenance staff
trucked in many tons of dirt and built a berm that separates
the unit from surface water in-flows, and they installed
three small water-control structures. This restoration will
allow biological staff to strategically manage the water
flows, providing the habitat characteristics favorable to the
jumping mouse. In time, this unit will be transitioned into
an herbaceous plant community exhibiting saturated soils,
allowing, we hope, this imperiled species to extend its range
southward along the Riverside Canal.

Refuge maintenance staff is strategically placing water-control structures on the
newly created berm from Riverside Canal to old rookery unit.

These efforts, along with coordination with other agencies,
we hope will give this population a “jump” start. Change is
necessary to mimic the historic river function that the mighty
Rio Grande once harbored. This unique little creature is a
reminder of what we have already lost but also what we can
still do as wildlife managers to shape the future for wildlife.

Recently planted “beaver runs” adjacent to the Riverside Canal
create habitat for the jumping mouse.
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The six-acre “old rookery unit” formerly held water year
round and was once a popular location for roosting wading
birds. This area has since degraded, as standing dead trees
have succumbed to decomposition, thus, limiting available
roosting sites for wading birds. The old rookery unit also
marks the southern-most extent of where the jumping
mouse resides on the refuge. Since it held water year round,
it likely served as a barrier for jumping mouse expansion
because American bullfrogs and fish could predate upon
jumping mice as they swam across the open water to access
nighttime feeding areas. As part of an aggressive effort to

Jumping Mouse observed on trail camera during annual monitoring effort.

- Jeff Sanchez, Senior Biologist at Bosque del Apache

Migration Nation
The iconic species that define Bosque del Apache in winter
are now leaving. We bid farewell to the huge flocks of snow
geese and sandhill cranes. Nevertheless, the months of April
and May are exceptional for the waves of migrating birds
that will be both coming to New Mexico for the summer and
also just passing through on their way farther north.
Bird migration is an annual spectacle of nature. Some
species simply change elevation from lower areas in winter
to higher ones in summer. I often see Say’s phoebes, a kind
of flycatcher, at Bosque del Apache in winter and wonder if
among them are the pair who, in summer, nest in our porch
eaves about 2,000 feet higher in elevation and just to the
west over the San Mateo Mountains. Some species migrate
relatively short distances that might cover just a few states.
For example, Cassin’s kingbirds move north from northern
Mexico just into the Southwestern US in summer. And then
there are the traveling superstars who move thousands of
miles twice a year from Central and South America through
the US and into Canada. About 350 North American bird
species fit this description of long-distance migrants.

hummingbirds. They are in constant need of those calories
to fuel the Herculean distances they cover!
Swainson’s hawks are another long-distance migrant. The
entire North American population flies to Argentina for
the winter (the southern hemisphere summer) and then
returns north in our spring. For some birds it’s a trip of 6.000
miles one way! Swainson’s hawks will be in New Mexico
all summer, but during migration as those traveling farther
north pass through, many more can be seen in spring and
fall. The same is true for other migrants from flycatchers to
warblers. Migration offers a chance to see a treasure trove of
bird species that normally won’t be in residence.

The rufous hummingbird makes one of the longest
migratory journeys of any bird in the world, traveling
around 3,900 miles from their wintering grounds in Mexico
to their breeding grounds in Alaska. They make a roughly
clockwise circuit, traveling north along the west coast
in spring and south down the Rocky Mountain chain in
fall. That’s why we don’t see them in New Mexico until
July. By then, their fledglings have been raised and their
nests have been emptied. And no wonder they are so
cantankerous about guarding feeders and flowers from other
Why do birds do this? Migrating poses a host of perils and
research has found that up to eighty-five percent of longdistance migrating birds die during migration. We saw this
to an extreme degree last fall when an unusual cold snap in
the Southwest resulted in a heartbreakingly large die off of
migrating birds like swallows and warblers in New Mexico.
But if there were not an evolutionary advantage, one that
increases survival of the species as a whole, migration would
not persist. That it does is testament to the success it confers.
The reasons for that success lie in the chance distribution
of the continental land masses across the planet. Bird
migration is a phenomenon of the northern hemisphere.
To see why, you need only look at a map. The land mass

Rufous Hummingbird, Herculean migrant. Photo by Mary Katherine Ray.
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of the northern hemisphere is much bigger than that of the
southern. Considering North and South America, the North
has a lot more room to utilize the bounty of summer than
does the South. While a few short-distance migrating species
move south in the southern hemisphere summer and north
in winter, the South American continent just doesn’t have
room for more long-distance migrants. There is no bounty of
untapped food that isn’t being utilized so there’s no benefit to
moving. Through eons of evolution, each bird species that

does migrate north in this hemisphere has found the strategy
that, by extending their range, enables them to use the
large land area of habitat and available food in summer that
is unsuitable in winter. The large geography of the North
provides for numbers of birds that would not be possible
if they stayed in one place all year. (The larger land mass
of Northern Europe and Asia offer the same benefit to
migrating birds on the other side of the world).
For now, let us not dwell on how humans are interfering
with this elegant and superbly adapted system by altering
the climate, using artificial lighting, pesticide pollution, and
other thoughtless actions. Let’s celebrate that where we live,
bird migration is an extravaganza. In New Mexico, April
showers don’t really bring May flowers—our showers come
in July, if we’re lucky—but April and May still bring us a
magnificent show of adaptation and evolution and even hope
in the form of the many winged wonders coming our way.
- Mary Katherine Ray, Wildlife Chair of Rio Grande Chapter
Sierra Club and Member of Friends of Bosque del Apache

Long-distance bird migration around the world moves north in the northern
spring for breeding and not the other way around because of the vastly larger
area of land in the northern hemisphere.

The Tiffany Fire of 2017 and the Work to Limit Wildlife
Habitat Loss from Wildfires along the Rio Grande
The Tiffany Fire, the largest bosque wildfire
on the Rio Grande of New Mexico in recent
history, occurred in 2017. The fire burned
9,200 acres on federal and private lands
directly south of Bosque del Apache National
Wildlife Refuge (refuge). Luckily, it was
controlled before crossing the boundary onto
the refuge. Past large fires, including those
impacting the refuge, have ranged from 500
to 5,000 acres. The state of New Mexico spent
millions of dollars controlling this fire, with
added resources, both human and financial,
from Socorro County and federal agencies,
such as the US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS). The lead agency on the fire was
New Mexico State Forestry (State Forestry), a
strong partner with the Save Our Bosque Task
Force and others working to address wildfire
occurrence and protect wildlife habitat and
local communities along the Rio Grande.

After the fire, State Forestry convened a group of
stakeholders to see how to limit the scale, intensity, and
recurrence of these fires. The Save Our Bosque Task Force
(Task Force), Bureau of Land Management, and Bureau of
Reclamation (Reclamation) were present. The Tiffany Fire
Rehabilitation planning process was started during these
discussions and has resulted in a rehabilitation plan for
both private and public lands burned. With funding from
the New Mexico Finance Authority Water Fund, Sierra Soil
and Water Conservation District was invited to lead the
planning process because the fire footprint is under their
district. The planning and consequent implementation
focused on improved biodiversity, restored habitat for
threatened and endangered species, and fire prevention,
all with consideration of water delivery and flood control
requirements through this twelve-mile reach of Rio
Grande. The long-term goal of this work is to utilize natural
processes, such as native plant succession, to accomplish
rehabilitation of native forests, wetlands, grasslands, and
shrublands. And all planning to address wildfire includes
addressing tamarisk, commonly known as salt cedar, an
invasive plant that grows well along the Rio Grande today,
and contributes to the severity and recurrence of wildfires
in the bosque.
The initial project team was joined by two large landowners
impacted by the fire, the Armendaris Ranch and Montano
Verde Ranch, who were involved in the planning process
and initial work done to limit tamarisk regrowth. The
rehabilitation plan was completed in August of 2020. Initial
tamarisk control has begun on approximately 850 acres of
private and federal lands, funded through Reclamation.
Initial restoration of native plants has also occurred on
the Armendaris Ranch through the Task Force and NM
Wildlife Federation, with funding from the USFWS North
American Wetland Conservation Act and Partners for

Fish and Wildlife Programs. State Forestry, with assistance
from the Task Force, is leading the effort to find additional
funding to implement priority projects outlined in the plan.
The refuge, as the nearest neighbor to the burned area, will
benefit from all work done to assure fire prevention, and the
refuge’s restoration work complements these efforts well.

Detailed view of Tiffany Fire effects showing mid-age salt cedar and
cottonwood burned by fire. Intensity of fire shown in scorched ground
and holes where roots burned (lower foreground of photo).

Addressing wildfire risk and the resulting loss of Rio
Grande bosque is never an easy task, but it is one reason
the Save Our Bosque Task Force exists as a local nonprofit
organization. We and our partners hope that fires as
destructive and costly as the Tiffany Fire do not occur
again. With the strong partnerships established over the
past 25 years, we have every chance at success. Please see
https://www.sobtf.org/ for more information and to follow
these efforts.
- Gina Dello Russo, Chairperson, Save Our Bosque Task Force
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Friends Annual Meeting Goes Virtual
Friends of Bosque del Apache held their Annual Meeting
for Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 on February 13, 2021, and “went
virtual” for the first time ever. Nearly eighty Friends
members attended the Zoom teleconference. Friends
President Jack Lockridge kicked off the meeting, thanking
members for their support of the organization and the refuge
in this especially challenging year where all in-person events
were cancelled due to Covid-19. The meeting was recorded
and may be viewed on the Friends website at https://
friendsofbosquedelapache.org/friends-annual-meeting/
Following is a short overview of topics covered.
Refuge Manager Deb Williams shared her insights about
the unusual year the refuge had, noting that we are suffering
historic drought conditions not seen since the 1950s in the
Middle Rio Grande valley. The refuge has been taking steps
to address these conditions for some time; for example, staff
have increasingly modified farming methods and chosen to
plant less-water-intensive crops like triticale (along with the
usual corn), and they are farming less acreage and installing
drought-resistant infrastructure. In 2019, a grant secured by
Friends paid for the replacement of a critical refuge well that
had collapsed. The refuge is also partnering extensively with
the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District and Bureau
of Reclamation (BOR) in addressing issues; BOR recently
partnered with the refuge to replace a second collapsed well.
Williams put a fine point on the importance of Friends’
continued fundraising efforts to repair eight aging wells
on the refuge before they collapse. She also shared that the
college interns, funded each summer by Friends, have helped
to accomplish work that would otherwise have gone undone
in a time of staff retirements and changes. For details of
these interns’ accomplishments, see pages 14 and 15 of Fall
2020 Bosque Watch at https://friendsofbosquedelapache.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Bosque-Watch-Fall-2020.pdf
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Friends Board Treasurer Mary Ruff reported on our financial
picture. In this challenging year of the pandemic, Friends
identified two goals: preserving the organization and
maintaining staff. As of the first nine months of our fiscal
year (which runs from April 1, 2020, to March 31, 2021),
revenue was $325,000 compared to $404,900 for last fiscal
year. Friends suffered major income decreases in two key
programs—Festival of the Cranes and Bosque Nature Store.
However, memberships remained stable and donations
increased greatly, making losses much less significant than
expected. If current trends continue, Friends is likely to end
the year slightly in the black, thanks to the generosity of our
members and donors.

Logo used during Crane Fiesta.

Friends Executive Director Deb Caldwell and staff members
Trisha Sanchez and Julie-Anna Blomquist reported on
2020-2021 projects, programs, and challenges. Caldwell
and her staff reported on Friends’ four major programs:
Membership, Nature Store, Festival, and Fundraising.
Membership remained stable with over 1,000 members
in forty-five US states and three countries. Despite being
closed for more than half of our fiscal year, the Nature Store
reopened in mid-October following Covid-safe protocols
and has managed, as of February 1, to have $70,857 in sales,
with $15,930 of sales being online (almost quadrupled from
last FY). Because the Visitor Center has been closed since
March 2020, the Nature Store is the main point of visitor
contact for refuge information, maps, guides, etc. Festival
of the Cranes went virtual for the first time ever and was
rebranded “Crane Fiesta.” We held 42 events and had 1726
registrants. A normal Festival of the Cranes has about 800
in-person registrants, so we increased our reach! Friends
did not charge for Crane Fiesta, but generous donors gave us
over $6,500 and sponsors kicked in another $3,650. Friends
is busily planning a second virtual Crane Fiesta for

November 18-20, 2021, and hopes to again hold an inperson Festival of the Cranes in 2022. Because securing
access to water is key to the refuge’s health and its ability to
protect wildlife, securing water resources is Friends’ number
one fundraising goal. Friends will soon submit two major
grant proposals and will release a fundraising campaign and
a professional video spotlighting the dire water situation.
Friends’ secondary fundraising goal has been to increase
contact and outreach, expanding their social media reach
and hosting monthly offerings. In closing, Caldwell
spotlighted the many projects accomplished, despite the
many challenges, and thanked our Friends members and
donors for increasing their support.

Refuge Interns who returned for a second summer –
Joel Gilb in Visitor Services and Lane Lopez in Biology program.

Friends Board Vice President Jim Lommen announced the
results of the board election. New Board President is Mary
Ruff, new Treasurer is Jon d’Alessio, and three new board
members at large are Mary Beth Kuderik, Will McMullan,
and Rex Myers. Leaving the board are current President
Jack Lockridge and board members Jon Morrison and David
Policansky. Lommen welcomed the new board officers and
board members and thanked the retiring members for their
service to the refuge and to Friends.
After a short period of questions and answers, the business
portion of the Friends Annual Meeting was adjourned and
Friends Executive Director Deb Caldwell introduced our
keynote presenter, Richard Crossley. Crossley is the wellknown author of Crossley Bird ID books, and he presented
“Past, Present and Future,” tales of lessons he learned while
growing up in the wild British birding scene, traveling
around the world, living in Japan, and settling down in
his birding utopia, Cape May, New Jersey. He also talked
about the positive impact of birds on people, citing his book
Ornitherapy: For your Mind, Body and Soul (co-authored
with Holly Merker and Sophie Crossley). Later this year,
Crossley and Merker will visit Bosque del Apache where they
will offer workshops (virtual or perhaps live, in very small
groups) on Ornitherapy. Crossley’s new book on Western
birds and Crossley’s and Merker’s new book on Ornitherapy
will be available soon for sale in the Bosque Nature Store and
at www.crossleybooks.com

Upcoming Events in the Friends Calendar
Details about upcoming offerings will be released via our
email blasts and on our website at https://friendsofbosquedelapache.org/4261-2/ ; following is an overview.
April: Photography webinar with Garrett Sheets on
Friday, April 23 – Ethics of Wildlife
Photography
Virtual presentation, “The Rio Grande: Is the
Past the Key to the Future?” by Dr. Fred
Phillips, author of Reining in the Rio Grande
on Wed, April 28 at 5:30 pm.
May:

Facebook Live interview by Gary Farber/Hunts
on Mon, May 17 – with Deb Caldwell and
Julie-Anna Blomquist of Friends
Photography webinar with Roman Kurywczak
on Friday, May 21 - Photographing Birds, from
portraits to flight

June: Photography webinar with Owen Sinkus on
Friday, June 25 – Photographing the Rio Grande

July:

Photography webinar with Steve Ball on Friday,
July 23 – Better Backyard Birds

Summer TBD: Virtual offerings or videos on blooming
season in Desert Arboretum, Pollinators,
& Hummingbirds.
September: Photography webinar with Hector D. Astorga
on Friday, Sept. 10 - Becoming a Better
Wildlife Photographer
Autumn TBD:
November:

Ornitherapy by Richard Crossley and
Holly Merker

Crane Fiesta (virtual) planned for
November 18-20
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Partnerships in Action: Bosque Conservation
Day Goes Virtual for 2021
Bosque Conservation Day started in 1983 and is
traditionally a half day, hands-on field experience held
annually in autumn for all Socorro-area fifth grade
students. This environmental education program aims to
connect students and, through them, their families with the
unique bosque ecosystem along the Rio Grande. When it
originated, it was often held at Bosque del Apache National
Wildlife Refuge (NWR) but in recent years has been held at
the Socorro Nature Area in Lemitar. Sponsored by the Save
Our Bosque Task Force (SOBTF) and the Bureau of Land
Management with participation from Friends of Bosque del
Apache (Friends), Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge, and
many other agencies and organizations working towards a
healthy Rio Grande bosque, Bosque Conservation Day has
served more than five thousand students since its inception.
This year, the pandemic has necessitated adaptations to
comprehensive student field trips like Bosque Conservation
Day. The Friends is proud to have collaborated with SOBTF
in this year’s effort to “go virtual” by repurposing several
of our Crane Fiesta videos and webinars for use by fifth
grade teachers for in-class, hybrid, and/or remote learning
venues. These videos and webinars, along with posters, flash
cards, stickers, bookmarks, and other school supplies, were
delivered to our area schools in mid-February! We hope to
share the bosque in person with students next school year!
- Sandra Noll, SOBTF and Friends member and educator

Wishing Christina Carnagey a Wonderful Retirement
After “thirty-five years, nine months, and eight days” of working
for the federal government, Christina Carnagey retired on
December 1, 2020. Christina worked in a variety of positions to
protect our public lands and help visitors appreciate them – 11.5
years at the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 5.5 years in the
US Forest Service, and finally 18.5 years with US Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS).
What pushed Christina in the direction of jobs to protect public
lands? It all started after she graduated high school and took a
temporary position with Youth Conservation Corps: she was
hooked. Christina’s first professional position was with the BLM,
where she worked for over eleven years, helping with leases for
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grazing and working with the public. She discovered that
she had a knack for working with people, and that the locals
trusted her more easily because she grew up in Socorro
County and some of them already knew her. Community is
important to Christina, and she worked hard to understand
people’s issues and to appreciate both sides of any story.
After eleven years at the BLM, she had an advancement
opportunity and moved to the US Forest Service, where
she learned to conduct prescribed burns and even travelled
to other regions to help with them. In her job, she learned
that fire can be a very useful tool in land restoration.
Though she started as a fire program technician, Christina
soon moved to writing grants, doing payroll, and creating
budgets as the first employee of the New Mexico Fire
District. After more than five years with the US Forest
Service, another opportunity for advancement caused
Christina to accept a position with USFWS.
Christina started her job with USFWS in 2002 at Bosque
del Apache National Wildlife Refuge. Though she had
grown up in Socorro County, she had not spent much time
on the refuge before she started working here. Spending
time here every workday, she discovered what a “special
and serene place it is year-round.” Between the beauty
of the refuge and her enjoyment of the people, Christina
found that she looked forward to coming to work every
day. In her first years at Bosque del Apache, the refuge had
twenty-five to thirty-two employees. Christina handled
payroll, contracts, and grants. Over the years, she grew to
be the purchasing agent, contracting officer, and finance
and budget officer for the refuge. She also served as backup for Visitor Services when needed. She was one of the
people putting visitors on buses at Festival of the Cranes
before 5:30 a.m.every November, and seeing the wonder
that they experienced at the fly-out of thousands of geese
and cranes from the wetlands. In later years, Christina

brought her grandchildren to the refuge to experience duck
banding during Festival and other activities during the year,
such as hummingbird banding or crafts for children at our
Holiday Open House. For many events, Christina cooked
her famous New Mexico red chile sauce, made burritos,
and baked cookies. Seeing how much people, particularly
children, enjoy nature made Christina even more invested
in protecting and conserving our public lands, particularly
Bosque del Apache, for future generations.
I asked Christina what she now misses and what her plans
are in retirement. During her time at Bosque del Apache,
Christina felt that staff and volunteers here became like
family to her. The strong sense of community made it
difficult for her to leave, and she is “very thankful to
everyone for her many wonderful years working on the
refuge.” While she isn’t on the refuge every day anymore,
she still visits Bosque del Apache with her grandchildren
whenever she can. She plans an active retirement doing
community service. Since retirement, she has already
done one restoration project: planted trees with Save Our
Bosque Task Force on her brother’s conservation easement
in Bosquecito. With more free time, Christina plans
to increase her service to local charities in the Socorro
community—San Miguel Catholic Church, Puerto Seguro,
and the Food Storehouse. And, she’s enjoying waking up
at her leisure (as she used to report to the refuge by 7:00
a.m. Monday through Friday), playing with her one-yearold kittens, seeing her grandchildren and family frequently,
and just letting her day unfold without a schedule when
possible.
We thank Christina for her contributions to all of us, and
we wish her many happy years in retirement!
-Deb Caldwell, Friends of Bosque del Apache Executive Director
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Welcoming David Snyder
As of January,
David Snyder is a
full-time member
of the maintenance
staff at Bosque del
Apache National
Wildlife Refuge,
mainly focusing on
tractor operations.
David has worked
here seasonally since
2019 doing a bit of
everything from
operating tractors
to assisting in the
farm program and
helping the biology team with tasks in the moist soil units.
David first worked full-time at Bosque del Apache from
2010-2013 on the fire crew. Then, he returned to Minnesota
to be near family for the next few years but kept in touch
with his old Bosque del Apache friends. David says that he
finds everyone at Bosque del Apache to be very friendly,
helpful, and willing to teach and to learn. He has enjoyed
the team environment in his jobs here, most recently with
the maintenance crew. David appreciates how everyone here
is willing to share his/her knowledge and experience. He
continues to enjoy working with and learning from the rest
of the refuge staff.
A little about David. He grew up in an Illinois farm
community where, as a kid, he helped farming friends
detassle corn, and later he helped farmers mow their fields.
In his school years, he also mowed baseball fields and picnic
grounds in his community. As a young adult, David moved
to north central Minnesota and attended a small community
college where he majored in natural resources, with an
emphasis on wildland firefighting. From 2002-2010, David
did seasonal work for the US Forest Service. He worked in
the Superior National Forest as a seasonal forestry technician
where he thinned forests as well as fought some wildland
fires. His seasonal work with the US Forest Service included
a gig in New Mexico’s Gila Forest. From there, he joined the
fire crew at Bosque del Apache full-time for three years (as
previously mentioned). When he returned to Minnesota, he
was the foreman for a tree service business for several years,
until again returning to Bosque del Apache to be a seasonal
tractor operator on the maintenance crew starting in 2019—
a job that became a full-time position in January 2021.

David likes learning new things and has had no shortage
of opportunities here. With climate and rainfall being
so different from where David grew up and here in New
Mexico, David has needed to learn different farming
techniques. For example, New Mexico uses flood irrigation,
where pivot irrigation is the norm in the Midwestern US.
With less rain here and a much drier climate, the ground
is much harder and the crew must work to build soil and
organic matter and to rotate crops more. In his job at
Bosque del Apache, David has enjoyed having up-close
views of a variety of wildlife and watching how they forage
and how they interact with one another. At first, he found
it fascinating how so many of the animals are attracted to
the sound of the tractor when he is out in the fields. Hawks,
crows, ravens, and coyotes hear the sound as a dinner bell
and show up to feast on potential food (mice, gophers, etc)
that has been unearthed. In winter, he uses the tractor to
knock down the corn for cranes to eat (but is also joined by
geese, turkeys, and even javelinas).

David Snyder operating a refuge tractor and mower, while chatting with
maintenance crew member Dennis Vicente last autumn.

In closing, David commented, “It’s good to have a job that
helps provide for wildlife and for people’s enjoyment. And,
I’m grateful for the strong team on the refuge and the
friendly people in the community. It’s good to be back here
at Bosque del Apache.”
- Deb Caldwell, Friends of Bosque del Apache Executive Director

Artists Giving Back
We have such generous artists in our community!
Several artists in our Friends community have run
benefits, donated their work for us to sell, run birthday
fundraisers on Facebook, or saved us money by doing
wonderful educational videos for our use, charging
us little or no money. In this Fiscal Year alone, artists
have raised over $6,500 for Friends of Bosque del
Apache.
One such artist is photographer John Courtney,
who donates 33% of all his photography sales to
Friends, ran a Facebook birthday fundraiser, and
put a donation button on his page. Altogether, his
contributions have totaled over $2,500, almost enough
to cover two summer interns for the refuge or to create
a professional environmental video for school kids!
Let’s get to know John a bit.

John Courtney
Let the beauty of what you love be what you do”
– a favorite quote of John’s by Rumi

John in his element – hiking in the wilds.

Dr. John Courtney is a prescribing psychologist and
photographer who fully understands the healing
qualities of nature and often prescribes time outdoors
to his patients. John has worked at Presbyterian
Medical Services in Socorro since 2015 and has been
visiting and photographing at Bosque del Apache
National Wildlife Refuge since 2017. Growing up in
Louisiana, John has always considered wetlands and
water an integral part of his life. He spent much of his
childhood in the swamps of Louisiana, returning there
to work at Children’s Hospital New Orleans as an adult.
When he first arrived in Socorro, John had no idea
that the wetlands at Bosque del Apache were so nearby.
Arriving at Bosque del Apache for the first time felt
like a “homecoming” to him, and he returns there now
one to three times per week. John shared that when
the pandemic restrictions closed the refuge for three
months in 2020, he would occasionally slowly drive
by on Highway 1 and longingly admire what he could
see from the boundaries. Now after photographing the
refuge for nearly four years, John has two hard drives
worth of photos. Visiting so often, he feels a sense
of ownership and responsibility to help protect this
special place and its wildlife, and one way to ensure
that is to take photographs that help others fall in love
with this oasis in the desert.
John’s love affair with photography started at age nine.
His older brother, Mark, had a 35 millimeter Yashika
SLR camera, seemingly full of fancy gadgets, numbers,
and lenses that John loved to investigate. In addition,
an uncle had a darkroom where John loved to watch
black and white images go from film to print. It was
like magic, but magic that could be explored and
learned. By middle school, John had an SLR camera
and was invited to be a photographer on the school
newspaper. Working in the darkroom, he learned
about the intricacies of exposure. From then through
high school, John worked odd jobs to buy camera
equipment and grow his photography skills. Years later,
he transitioned to digital photography, gratified not to
spend so much money on film and developing. While
John was first drawn to landscape photography, the
purchase of a longer telephoto lens led to an equal love
of wildlife photography.
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A beautiful landscape photo by Courtney at Bosque del Apache.

John’s love of nature and photography cross into his work
as a prescribing psychologist. John often prescribes time
in nature to his patients and their families, asserting that
time in nature watching wildlife causes us to slow down and
has many physiological and psychological benefits. Often
in modern society, we are disconnected from nature and
from ourselves. Being in wild spaces helps each of us to
access the wildness within ourselves. When we reestablish
this connection, we understand that we must protect other
species. We extinguish the wild and the creatures of the wild
at our own peril.
John loves to watch people enjoy their time in nature, and
he told me about taking his son to see the fly-out one cold
winter morning at Bosque del Apache. John watched as his
grown son had an intense response and sense of awe as he
watched the geese and cranes lift off the wetlands en masse.
Time in nature makes us feel alive in a way that few other
things can.
John remarked that he is impressed with the strategic
and thoughtful management at the refuge that is now
more apparent to him. He understands that the magical
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experience possible here does not really happen by magic
but by hardworking Bosque del Apache staff. Discussing
concerns about the intense drought in New Mexico
revealed an appreciation of the criticality of repairing the
refuge’s wells as soon as possible. He acknowledged that
the refuge management and staff are doing all they can
to be responsible stewards of habitat, wildlife, and water,
but he would like to hear even more from refuge manager
Deb Williams and her staff about their work to connect
the refuge to the surrounding community. He noted that
each of us needs to do our part to be good stewards—
speaking out and advocating for wildlife and public
lands, fundraising for repairing wells and rehabilitating
habitat, and funding environmental education for future
generations so that precious places like Bosque del Apache
can be sustained.
I asked John what else he thinks people can do to help.
He replied that he’d love to see programs that capture the
imagination of youth from twelve to twenty-two years old.
He wondered aloud whether there might not be a National
Science Foundation (NSF) grant available for a program
to engage a young generation in basic scientific research

methods, with hands-on practice at Bosque del Apache.
He remembered how going to a magnet high school in
Baton Rouge turned him onto marine biology and nature
in general. He’d love to see local high school students
introduced to photography as well, with the goal being to
get them outdoors and engaged creatively in nature. He’d
love to see our local high school “adopt” Bosque del Apache
as a place where integrated learning about nature through
hands-on experience will lead to a lifetime of protection of
the wild. John asserted, “There is nothing more powerful
than a passionate high school student!”

Check out John’s stunning photographs at any of the
following sites:

In closing, John told me that few things in life have brought
him as much joy and fulfillment as nature photography.
One of his favorite places to practice his art is Bosque del
Apache. He loves to see people appreciate the refuge and
is grateful to hear that people appreciate how he’s captured
it in his photos. He wants to continue to give to this place
that has given him so much. As such, John will continue to
give a third of all profits from his photo sales to Friends of
Bosque del Apache.

www.liminagallery.com

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqH6lm9b2OY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqH6lm9b2OY&t=141s
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ZqH6lm9b2OY&t=141s”t=141s
www.johncourtneyphotography.com

Thank you, John, for your stewardship and for so generously
sharing your gifts and your profits with us.
- Deb Caldwell, Executive Director, Friends of Bosque del Apache

Courtney’s photo of sandhill cranes in Bosque del Apache wetlands.
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