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The Eve of Construction

Funding in place, Palo Alto quickly as possible. Despite these efforts, there are
prepares to build still a number of important steps
that must be taken before
Palo Alto has received federal (See Construction, page 5)

funding for the construction of
permanent visitor facilities at the
battlefield site, and preparations
are already well underway to
begin building.

The U.S. Congress approved
$1.87 million in funds for the
park in October of 2000. The
bill, sponsored by Senator Kay
Bailey Hutchinson, provided Palo
Alto with the funding necessary
for the final designs and
construction of a visitor center
complex in the southwest corner
of the park. This money, when
combined with a $500,000 grant
from the Houston Endowment
and $300,000 from the Greater
Brownsville Incentives
Corporation (GBIC) provides the
park with funding necessary to
build the visitor center, an
entrance road and parking
areas, restroom facilities, and an

extended trail with an overlook of , , : .
the battlefield. Lino Gonalez, heavy equipment operators from the City of Brownsville

Department of Public Works removes debris from the Palo Alto site. The park
has been clearing away trash, fence lines, and structures in preparation for
The park has already made a construction as part of a battlefield trail and overlook. (see story, page 3
number of preparations for this

construction. Over recent
months the park has sought to
obtain many of the required

tests, permits, and legal Local Campuses Assist Park Development .............c.cccccceeueuenenne.. 2
clearances that precede the Welcome to Reptile Land ...........cccooriiuricerieiniieiecisceeee s 3
construction stage. Money from Now You See It Now YOU DON't ....c.cuverveereeieiceeieceeseeee e, 3
the GBIC grant has been NEWS AN NOIES ...eveee ettt ettt e e ee e, 4
invested in preplanning and A Word From The Superintendent ............cococeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e, 5

design of the visitor center, so
that final design, contracts and
construction may proceed as 1




Welcome to Reptile Land

Palo Alto Becomes a Biological Research Laboratory

You'll find them crawling in the
brush, slithering among the
trees, and scurrying through the
grass. But don’t worry, they
don’t bite and they’re not
poisonous. They are a group of
researchers from the University
of Texas at Brownsville who are
studying the reptile population
living within the boundaries of
Palo Alto Battlefield.

Since September of 2000, Dr.
Alison Abell and a group of
students from the Department of
Biology at the University have
been conducting weekly surveys
in selected areas of chaparral
within the park to determine what
species of reptiles are present,
the size of the populations, and a
comparative study of populations
in old habitats versus reforested
areas.

The project is an important
example of ways in which the
park and the academic
community may work together
for the benefit of both parties.
Access to the battlefield provides
the University faculty with a
living laboratory that is
convenient to their campus and
enables students to develop their
research and data-gathering
skills in a field environment.

The study also represents a
meaningful topic for research.
Since the battlefield is a
microcosm of much of the Lower
Rio Grande Valley, the findings
for reptile populations at Palo
Alto will permit the researchers
to draw conclusions about
species throughout the region.
Perhaps of greatest importance,
this study will offer some
indication of what species will be
endangered or lost as the result
of development and continued
habitat destruction in the region.
It will also indicate how
successful reforestation efforts

will be in reviving these
populations.

The study also has important
implications for the park.
Although Palo Alto was
established as a site with a
historical focus, the park also
has a strong interest in
documenting and protecting the
natural resources within its
boundaries. This study when
completed, will provide a bounty
of information about the reptiles
of the park—animals that often
provide an indication of the
health of the entire ecosystem.
Findings from this study will also
help guide the park in decision-
making on development and the
placement of trails and facilities.
All efforts will be taken to

preserve habitats and protect
any threatened or endangered
species that are revealed by this
study. Finally, and of no little
little importance, the study
initiates a type of cooperative
relationship with the local
academic community that the
park hopes to replicate in many
future projects. It is hoped that a
successful completion of this
study will lead to many future
research projects that will benefit
the park as well as students and
faculties of local universities.

In the meantime, the
herpitology study has turned up
a large variety of snakes,
tortoises, and lizards, including a
significant population of the
Texas Tortoise—a species
currently listed as threatened.
Their study will continue well into
the Spring of 2001 and it is
expected that the warmer
weather approaching will draw
out additional numbers and
species of reptiles.

University of Texas at Brownsville students spot a tortoise in the chapparal of Palo Alto
Battlefield.




Now You See It, Now You Don’t

Restoring the scene of the battle of Palo Alto

As excitement and interest
centers on the structures and
trails that are moving onto the
Palo Alto Battlefield, the park is
also giving much attention to what
is coming off.

poles from the core battlefield.
The park staff is also stripping
from fence lines with plans to
begin unearthing the thousands
posts that criss-cross the scene
of the 1846 battle.

While the

Linemen from Central Power and Light Company
remove poles from the center of the battlefield

removal process
usually proceeds
quickly,
groundwork for
these projects
requires a
significant amount
of time. Before

| anything is pulled
off of the
battlefield, its
location and
condition must be
thoroughly
documented.
Over the last half
year, ranch areas
have been
photographed and

In the years since the battle of
Palo Alto a number of manmade
features have changed the look of
the prairie. Now, as the park
prepares to present the site to the
public, these signs of human
activity must be eliminated

In recent months, the park has
moved ahead with plans to
restore the battlefield to its 1846
appearance—a process that
involves removal of miles of fence
lines, tons of trash, and dozens of
cattle pens and sheds.

In September a crew from the
City of Brownsville Department of
Public Works used heavy
machinery to cart off piles of wire,
rusted farm equipment, and other
debris in the vicinity of the park’s
proposed overlook. In October,
Central Power and Light
Company removed telephone

surveyed and
fence lines pinpointed on maps.
The park has also examined
dump areas and ranch areas to
ensure that the soil and
groundwater are not
contaminated. Proper studies of
dumps and cattle treatment areas
are of pressing concern. As the
park prepares to restore the
natural environment of the prairie
and initiate public use of the site,
it is important to ensure that there
are no chemical or other
contaminants present that might
present a hazard.

Good records of other human
changes are also important. As
fences and structures are erased
from Palo Alto’s landscape, the
field quickly takes on a new
appearance. Over time, it is
expected that it will be impossible
to recall where fences and
ranches once stood without
access to maps, photos, or wire
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of written documents. And as
the park continues to conduct
archaeological and historical
studies at Palo Alto, these
records will help researchers
accurately interpret their
discoveries. Likewise, since the
park is interested in the history of
the field, these records will
someday become important
sources for understanding
changes over time.

Currently, the primary goal
remains the preparation of the
field for an eventual influx of
visitors. For now, Palo Alto
prairie continues to resemble a
ranch where a battle happened
to occur. But with each passing
day, the site looks more and
more like a battlefield park that
once happened to be a ranch.

ol S R Y
Jesse Camarillo, project coordinater
for construction of the battlefield
overlook, clears fence posts from
the work site.




News and Notes

Park Receives

Education Grant

Palo Alto Battlefield’s Division
of Interpretation has received a
grant for $20,000 to develop
educational software for schools.
The money, provided by the
National Park Service’s Parks As
Classroom Program will be used
to develop an interactive game
that will introduce school children
to both the History and the
Natural Environment of the park.
Although the program will be
designed to be as appealing and
entertaining as possible, the goal
is to also produce a product
that teaches children about the
battle of Palo Alto, wildlife on the

additional funds to allow for a
professional final product. Once
the program is completed, the
park intends to make it available
for use in local schools as well
as in the park’s visitor center.

Border Patrol

Assists Park

They don’t wear NPS uniforms
but they are willing to lend a
hand and share equipment. In
recent months, agents of the
U.S. Border Patrol have assisted
Palo Alto’s staff in efforts to
provide services to the park.

On several occasions, the
Border Patrol has generously
offered the park use of
“skyboxes” and personnel to

operate them. The
boxes are commonly
employed along the
border and usually
serve as mobile
observation posts for
Border Patrol agents.
At Palo Alto they were
used to provide an
elevated view of the
battlefield. Specifically,
the equipment was
used to help determine
the course of trails
through brushy areas
=1 and to decide the ideal
J| height for the viewing
platform at the
battlefield overlook.
= Border Patrol agents

Employees of Raba-Kistner Consultants conduct borings | have also assisted with

at the site of the planned park overlook. The soil core
samples were the last tests needed prior to construction

of the overlook.

patrols of the battlefield
and regularly monitor

battlefield and which encourages
critical thinking skills. As with all
school activities created by the
park, the program will also meet
a number of the Texas
Educational Standards.

The park is currently
developing an outline of the
program while continuing to seek

the boundaries of the
park to assist with resource
protection and law enforcement
efforts.

Many Thanks

As Palo Alto continues to move
forward toward full operations.
Dozens of friends and partners
continue to make our job easier.
We would like to take this
opportunity to thank some of the
many people who have assisted
in recent park projects and
activities:

Director Carlos Ayala and
employees of the City of
Brownsville Department of Public
Works for assistance in clearing
debris from the battlefield.
Christine Burton of the
Brownsville Community
Foundation for assistance with
grants and funding.

The U.S. Border Patrol,
especially Agent in Charge,
Ernesto Castillo, and Agents Ed
Nufez, Joe Guevara, and Dave
Harris, for assistance in trail and
overlook planning.

Central Power and Light,
especially Homero Martinez for
assistance removing power
poles from the park.

Robert Garcia, for assistance
with archaeological work in
advance of construction.

Bertha Ramirez for volunteer
assistance in the park’s Division
of Administration.

Dr. Alfred Richardson for
assistance with plant inventories
in the park.

Frank and Mary Yturria for their
active role as advocates for the
park

Palo Alto also thanks the dozens
of other people who work behind
the scenes to help the park
develop.

(Who else?)



A Word From The Superintendent

David Vela

Construction (Continued from p. 1)

ground is broken. In April of
2001, Park Superintendent
David Vela and planners from
the National Park Service
Denver Service Center must
travel to Washington, D.C. to
present plans for the visitor
center before the NPS
Development Advisory Board.
This review is a required step in
any federal project with a cost of
over $500,000 and the approval
process is intended to ensure
that the selected designs and
plans have been carefully
considered and selected as the
most cost effective option.

After this review committee has
granted approval of these plans,
the park must hire a company to
complete a final design, seek
bids for construction and, finally,
contract the project to a selected
construction firm. Itis
anticipated that the park’s efforts
at preplanning will significantly
speed up these steps. lItis

hoped that construction may begin
before the close of the 2001
calendar year.

In the meantime, Palo Alto is
moving forward with other aspects
of development thanks to funding
from the GBIC grant. All surveys,
studies, and clearances are
complete for the construction of
the park’s primary trail and
overlook and engineers from the
NPS Denver Service Center are
currently producing final designs
for these projects. Construction of
the trail and overlook should begin
in late January with a projected
completion date early in the spring
of 2001. The trail will also include
a number of wayside exhibits,
which are also being designed at
this time. Once these
improvements are in place, the
park is looking to increase the
hours of visitation at the battlefield.
Until the final vis
itor center is in place, Palo Alto will
place a temporary trailer on

the site, to serve as an
informational kiosk. This trailer,
which will also contain a small
office space for a park employee
and volunteers, will permit the
park to begin offering weekend
access and programs at the
battlefield site.

The Palo Alto Gazette is a
publication of Palo Alto
Battlefield National Historic Site.

For Information contact:
Palo Alto Battlefield NHS
1623 Central Blvd, Rm 213
Brownsville, TX, 78520

Telephone
(956) 541-2785 x230

email
paal_interpretation@nps.gov
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