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During July 2007, fifteen people gathered for a bio blitz on the 
property owned by Tom and Caroline Hoyt along Deer Creek about 
2.5 miles east of the town of Boulder, Utah.  A team of 13 scientists 
of diverse backgrounds along with the owners spent 2 days doing an 
inventory of the flora and fauna.  Nothing like this had ever been 
done in the area and the excitement of the group was palpable.  
Tom and Caroline are green builders from Boulder, CO and are 
interested in restoration of their property.  They were our gracious 
hosts for the event and hired a cook named Kelly from nearby 
Boulder, UT to provide scrumptious meals throughout the weekend.  
The group list reads like a who’s who in natural science of southern 
Utah. 
¶ There were four scientists from The Nature Conservancy:  Linda Whitham our coordinator and 

biologist, Chris Pague team leader and Senior Conservation Ecologist, Nicol Gagstetter, Biologist and 
Government Relations Specialist, and Gen Green, GIS Specialist. 

¶ Jim Catlin, Biologist for the Wild Utah Project, 
¶ Evelyn Cheng, Entomologist with the USGS Biological Resources Division,  
¶ Mary O’Brien, Ecologist with the Grand Canyon Trust, 

¶ David Smuin, Hydrologist/Naturalist for the Grand Canyon Trust, 
¶ Max Licher, Architect/Botanist from Sedona AZ, 
¶ Keith Schulz, Ecologist/Botanist for NatureServe, 
¶ Kevin Wheeler, Wildlife Biologist with the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, 
¶ Eric Feiler, Archaeologist/Naturalist from Boulder, UT, and last but certainly not least, 

¶ Walt Fertig, Ecologist with Moenave Botanical Consulting.  
 

The Hoyts have a conservation easement on their property which is held by The Nature Conservancy, thus 
TNC coordinated and led the effort.  One outcome of this bio blitz will use the information as a basis for a 
comprehensive Conservation Area Plan (CAP) for the Escalante River Watershed. 
 
We divided up into groups based on our individual expertise and interests and headed out to explore the 
mysteries of this place (see sidebar about natural mystery). Several people including me volunteered to go out 
before dawn to count birds.  The botany crew consisted of Walt, Mary, Keith, Max, and Eric.  Chris and Evelyn 
collected insects.  Kevin identified amphibians and fish. The stream and riparian assessment team included 
myself, Jim, Gen, Linda, and Nicole.  We all took responsibility for noting mammal sign and reptiles. 

 

The site is a 200 acre property along Deer Creek at the junction with Nazer Draw. Deer Creek is one of several 
perennial streams that drain the southeast flank of Boulder Mountain of Dixie National Forest.  It ultimately 
joins the Escalante River in north-central Garfield County, Utah.  From its origin below the volcanic rim of 
Boulder Top near Deer Creek Lake in Dixie National Forest, Deer Creek meanders mover than 17 air miles to 

its confluence with the Escalante River in Grand Staircase-Escalante 
National Monument.  During its travels, Deer Creek descends from 
subalpine conifer forests at 10,400 feet to Navajo Sandstone 
slickrock canyons at 5400 feet. 
 
The Hoyt’s property is bounded by the Dixie National Forest on the 
north, the Escalante Grand Staircase National Monument on the 
east and other sizeable private properties to the west and south. 
Cattle grazing on the property ended sometime in the 1970s, and 
the previous owners had run a Llama operation up until about 5 
years ago.  The Hoyts have owned and been caretaking the 



property since then and are trying to restore native vegetation to 
previously disturbed areas. 
 
The upland plant communities are a mix of ponderosa pine/oak 
woodland, pinyon pine/juniper woodland, and sagebrush grassland.  
The diverse riparian plant community is dominated by cottonwood, 
willow, and water birch.  The bio blitz botany team identified 275 
vascular plant species on the property and within the surrounding 
½ mile perimeter.  Of these species, 20 are not otherwise known 
from the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, and thus 
represent a net increase in the number of protected plant species 
in the general area.  The botany team also identified three new 
rare plant species, bringing the total number of rare species in the watershed to nine.  Although no 
populations of the federally threatened Ute ladies’-tresses were found on the Hoyt property, several areas of 
suitable habitat were observed for future monitoring or for reintroduction. 
 
During the two day blitz, our team identified 18 species of mammals, 40 species of birds, 10 species of reptiles 
and amphibians, and 40 insect families.  In the stream, we noted 1 species of fish (brown trout) and 7 orders 
of macroinvertebrates.  The overall stream/riparian function score was 4.1out of a possible 5 and reflecting a 
largely healthy and functioning system.  However, the stream is somewhat entrenched and would likely benefit 
greatly from the presence of a colony of beavers.  There is beaver sign in the area, and news that beavers are 
present in a reach a few miles downstream.   
 
All in all the property proved to have an amazing amount of diversity in a small area and is in good ecological 
condition.    If not for the biting deer flies, the place might easily have been mistaken for the Garden of Eden. 
 

Sidebar - The Naturalists Journey 

 
Nature is full of mystery, especially for those with a questioning mind. We modern humans so often take the 
natural world for granted and experience it only with our eyes and then from within our climate controlled 
houses and cars.  To be understood, nature must be experienced with all of the senses and the experience is 
fraught with the possibility of discomfort, a thing shunned by modern people.  This revulsion to discomfort is a 
challenge to us all, but is best overcome by a burning passion to investigate the mysteries around us. 
 
It is this passion that takes one out into the summer heat to find the daytime resting place of the Plateau 
Striped Whiptail. The same passion will also send one out into a cold snow covered landscape to find where 
the lone bull elk has taken up winter residence.  At other times it gets you up in the predawn of spring to slip 
out to a secret spot to hear the complete dawn chorus of the birds.  A budding naturalist might be found 
kneeling motionless on the bank of a mountain stream with one hand in the ice water waiting for the briefest 
touch of a spawning trout moving in the current. All the while there are the questions, questions that may go 
unanswered for years, but which keep one always looking, listening, sniffing the breeze, tasting the air, and 
touching the earth. These are the tools a naturalist uses to unravel the mysteries of the landscape, to read the 
natural history of a place.  And sometimes, on those occasions when all 5 senses are functioning in unison, 
there will be a flash of insight, or a certainty of unexplainable knowing that directs you to the answer to one of 
your burning questions.  These are the moments that make it all worthwhile, the moments when you become 
aware of a connection to all things in nature. 
 


