
And this is where you came in. Our planetarium 
volunteers donated their own funds and talked to their 
friends about how great the new projector would be. 
We put out a call to you, and you responded in force. 
Once again, I’m bowled over by the commitment in this 
town to education, to science, and to PEEC. You gave 
generously in response to our call. Together, we did it! 

We can’t wait for the new projector. It should be in 
place by Earth Day (April 21, 2018), just in time for our 
opening of the gorgeous National Parks Adventure full- 
dome film, narrated by Robert Redford. In addition to 
all its other benefits, the projector will show full-dome 
films in 4K. Our volunteers who saw a demo said, “Our 
test films, even at 60% brightness on the Lambda plus, 
were astounding. They popped and looked great with 
the new projector. We could see color and detail in 
familiar shows that we did not even know were there! 
The films knocked our socks off!”

For those who made a gift towards 
the planetarium projector, you’ll 
soon be receiving a special invitation 
to some preview shows, so you can 
see what you made possible. For 
everyone, you’ll be able to enjoy the 
new projector at every planetarium 
show after April 21. If you’ve come 
to the planetarium before, please 
come again and be amazed at the 
difference. If you’ve never been, 
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It Will Knock Your Socks Off
By Katherine Bruell

Our expert astronomer planetarium volunteers are 
very special to us here at PEEC. Without them, the 
planetarium would just be a big movie theater (though 
a very cool one!). These volunteers’ willingness to 
share their knowledge of and excitement about 
astronomy with the general public and students is what 
makes the planetarium so special. We’re lucky to live 
in a town with so many excellent scientists, and even 
luckier that some of them are willing to dedicate their 
free time to education. This group is growing, and we’d 
love to have you join them. They’re pretty fun people to 
hang around with, too. 

When these astronomers and scientists started 
expressing dissatisfaction with the limitations of our 
planetarium projector, we listened. 
Among other, more technical 
concerns, was a concern about 
the projector’s inability to show 
star colors or relative brightness. 
Both of these star qualities are 
essential for teaching people how 
to recognize what they’re seeing in 
the sky. Digitalis, the company that 
makes the projectors that work 
with our dome, had a better model 
for an upgrade, but it wouldn’t be 
cheap. 

Global School Play Day at Aspen Elem.

PEEC astronomers (left to right) Galen Gisler, 
Chick Keller, Paul Arendt, and Rick Wallace 
viewing the capabilities of the new projector in 
Bremerton, Washington.
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partners want to create an inclusive process where 
people share their experiences and stories to forge a 
renewed sense of place. 

This project will re-connect people to our region using 
storytelling, visual arts, and temporary art installations. 
We’ll work to restore our sense of place as the 
ecological and human communities of the Jemez 
regenerate.

Our goal is establishing a more holistic approach 
to managing issues in our mountains. EJLF seeks 
to foster communication between land managers, 
scientists, educators, artists, and the community. 
This allows everyone to share their values, needs, 
and concerns regarding landscape change. How did 
these fires change how you feel about the landscapes 
surrounding Los Alamos? Will plant and animal life 
come back? What can land managers do to solve 
problems like erosion? These are the questions we 
face. By joining art, science, and education, EJLF 
hopes to generate creative, community-based input for 
future land management planning and give people a 
voice in future restoration projects.

The first events for this collaborative project take place 

after Earth Day is a perfect time for your first visit.

What’s next for the planetarium? Well, thanks to 
another generous donor, we recently acquired a 
camera that can film full-dome films in 8K! Are you 
a filmmaker? Do you know a beautiful place on the 
Pajarito Plateau that you’d like to share with the 
community? Please talk to us. We’ve already had 
a proposal to film some inaccessible but beautiful 
petroglyphs that most of us would never see 
otherwise. We can’t wait to start showing local nature 
films in our planetarium. 

The planetarium truly is a community project, a 
community asset, and a community gathering place. 
Thank you to everyone who makes this possible. 

Shaping the Future of Our Mountains
By Jonathan Creel

Severe drought and forest fires changed our 
mountains. We lost much of the ponderosa pine forest 
that once dominated our home. People still grieve 
their lost sense of place and question what recovery 
will look like in the years to come. In some places we 
see efforts to restore the forest. In others, changed 
ecosystems are the new normal. It is impossible to 
fully restore such a severely damaged landscape to its 
historic appearance. So, what can we do?

PEEC recently took on a new role with many exciting 
possibilities. The East Jemez Landscape Futures 
project (EJLF) is a collaborative effort to help guide 
future planning and research efforts in the eastern 
Jemez Mountains. We have the opportunity to shape 
the future of the Jemez Mountains. PEEC and its EJLF 

Jonathan Creel with the 360 camera.



This high number and density of trails means that 
their maintenance requires constant effort. As the 
popular paths flow in and out of various jurisdictions, 
collaboration among the County, U.S. Forest Service, 
and interested parties is absolutely essential to ensure 
safe trail conditions and preserve our beautiful scenery.

In the fall of 2012, PEEC received a grant from REI 
to fund a large-scale tree planting event on Pajarito 
Mountain. Over 100 people of all ages met up on the 
mountain, armed themselves with shovels, flat bars, 
and backpack waterers to plant Douglas fir, corkbark 
fir, Englemann spruce, and limber pine. At the end 
of the day, over 1,500 native seedlings were happily 
growing on our ski hill. We couldn’t have completed 
this monumental planting effort without the help of 
many organizations around town. Volunteers came 
from high school classes, Girl Scouts, YMCA, ski 
patrol, ski club, school environmental clubs, REI, LA 
Fire Department, LA Mountaineers, and more. The 
response to this project was so large and positive that 
we have long wanted to do more.

Recently, PEEC partnered with Los Alamos County 
Open Space to bring our community together and haul 
trash out of multiple canyons. In 2017, we removed 
over 2,000 pounds of litter from our canyons, including 
fencing, vehicle parts, pipes, paint cans, hot water 
heaters, and more. We were happy to see community 
members turn out in force to volunteer their time and 
energy for this good cause.

This year, PEEC is teaming up with the U.S. Forest 
Service to plan trail workdays on National Forest 
property in our area. Together we’ll have a positive 
impact on our natural areas and be able to expand our 
volunteer efforts beyond Los Alamos County trails. 
We’re looking forward to seeing you at our spring 

this April. PEEC and Bandelier have partnered to host 
an art installation by the first artists in residence for 
EJLF. On April 21, “The Edge Effect: Reimagining Place 
in the Jemez” will open inside the historic fire lookout 
tower at Bandelier National Monument. The artists, 
Kathleen Brennan and Shawn Skabelund, have been 
imagining this installation for two years and are using 
mixed media to tell their story of the Jemez Mountains.

PEEC will host many events leading up to the opening. 
Join us on April 17th when Dr. Tom Swetnam discusses 
how Ancestral Pueblo people managed to live in the 
Jemez Mountains with historic, natural wildfires. Learn 
how the history of people, forests, and fires in the 
Jemez provides useful insights for restoring and living 
within resilient forest landscapes today. Also, keep 
your eye out for an exclusive sneak preview of the art 
installation on Friday, April 27th, where the artists will 
provide a special insight into their creative process. 

PEEC is leading the community outreach and art/
science education arm of EJLF. Together, we have a 
strong voice in the discussion of land management of 
the Jemez Mountains. Will you share your stories and 
join us in shaping the future? 

Amping Up Partnerships for Our Trails
By Beth Cortright

If you’ve ever attended a trail workday, you know 
the satisfaction of improving Los Alamos’s beloved 
outdoor spaces and local trail system. Los Alamos 
is an active outdoor community filled with trail users 
of all types. You may know that our small county 
boasts an impressive 58 miles of trails, many of which 
connect with trails in the Santa Fe National Forest. 
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“The Edge Effect: Reimagining Place in the Jemez” will open 
inside the historic fire lookout tower at Bandelier National 
Monument on April 21, 2018.

Mother and daughter planting trees on Pajarito Mountain in 
2012. Photo by Beth Cortright.
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outside enjoying nature. Beth now coordinates PEEC’s 
outdoor adventure programs, summer camps, hikes, 
and outings, as well as large events like the upcoming 
Earth Day Festival and Bear Fest. If you have ideas for 
outings or questions for Beth, you can reach her via 
email at adventure@peecnature.org. 

On Unsteady Wings
By Marilyn Lisowski

“Look at those birds kissing!” I exclaimed to my 
astounded husband, who bounded over to look. Two 
pine siskins perched beak to beak on our back porch 
railing. 

“Can’t be,” he said, dismissing the notion. “Birds don’t 
kiss.”

One bird hopped in pursuit of the other, but they 
paused often to turn and touch beaks.

To my delight, I later learned that I was watching a 
fledgling being fed by a parent. Fascinated, I began to 
stalk and study the bird families in our yard.

Baby birds that have jumped out or flapped away 
from their nest are called “fledglings,” or “little flyers.” 
Indeed, flying is the first challenge. Like an airborne 
unmade bed, a downy baby flaps furiously with its 
few stubby adult feathers, gaining little altitude. 
Once landed, the chick faces a difficult take-off, 
may lose further altitude and plop on the forest floor. 
Fledglings are eventually able to wing to a low branch, 
or occasionally back to the nest, but in some cases 
they remain on the ground until they can truly lift off. 
Chicks like this or those that have fallen out of their 
nests and cannot fly at all face grave dangers. Snakes, 
house cats, and large predator birds may gobble the 
unfortunate babies. Nights are often cold, and the 
babies cannot nestle in warmth with siblings and 
parents.

But fledglings, like teenaged humans, try their wings, 
confident that they know it all, only to discover their 
source of sustenance and safety is back in the tree. 
Happily, parents do not abandon them. They continue 
to gather and push food into their offsprings’ gaping 
beaks. The larger size of a fledgling in comparison to 
its parent, a common sight, merely indicates fat the 
baby needs to sustain itself until it is truly independent.

trail workdays! Join us on Saturday, April 14, to work 
on Cabra Loop trail with the U.S. Forest Service and 
on Sunday, April 22, in Graduation Canyon with Los 
Alamos County Open Space. Register for these events 
and more at peecnature.org.

This year, we are also hoping to arrange even bigger 
projects, like overnight backcountry trail workdays at 
exciting wilderness locations just outside of town. Last 
year, PEEC staff member Beth Cortright transitioned 
from Nature Center Manager to Adventure Programs 
Manager to boost PEEC’s capacity to get people 

In 2017, volunteers removed fencing in the canyon below the 
nature center. Photo by Thomas Graves Photography.



A seed feeder with a dish of water on a back porch or 
window ledge makes a passable laboratory to study 
fledglings in the months of May through July. You may 
witness a rumpled chick hopping clumsily about on a 
porch railing, squawking loudly for its parents to come 
and feed it. Usually, within a half hour, if you can bear 
the noise, you’ll see the older birds fly to the aid of 
their offspring. They bring an insect or pluck a seed 
from the feeder to break up in their beaks, and deposit 
into the baby’s mouth.

Bird parents do grow weary of their fledglings’ 
demands and after time begin to ignore them. One 
fledgling pine siskin that crash-landed on our back 
porch was desperate. It hopped unsteadily about and 
cried for water each time another pine siskin dropped 
in to drink. None helped the pitiful chick. At long last, 
the baby leapt onto the low edge of the bird bath and 
plunged its little beak into the water. 

In contrast, acorn woodpeckers do feed one another’s 
nestlings and fledglings, and they do so tirelessly, long 
after the young are able to feed themselves. They raise 
young in communal nests and so a parent may not 
even be aware, or care, whether they laid or fathered a 
particular egg.

Northern flicker fledglings are easy to identify, because 

the contented black “smile” shape on the breast of an 
adult, is merely an astonished black “oval” on a young 
bird. 

Raven fledglings, smaller than adults, with short tail 
feathers, are easy to spot. While the adult ravens hunt 
food for them, they shriek incessantly, careless of 
predators. The deafening noise they make likely does 
not bring danger, merely annoyance, to other birds, 
and to animals and humans. I have thrown the porch 
door open and shouted at the little raven, only to be 
met with a dismissive glance before it flapped away.

You may spot a fledgling on the ground. The chances 
are that it is fine and does not need help. Do not 
approach it. The parents are probably caring for it and 
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Mother feeds her needy fledglings. Photo by Teralene Foxx.

A Cedar Waxwing fledgling rests on a man-made perch. 
Photo by Beth Cortright.

Woodpecker dad feeding fledgling. Photo by Bob Walker.

Fledgling House Wren compliantly rests on a hand. Photo by 
Blaire Bradley.

Fledgling House Finch perched in a juniper tree. Photo by 
Beth Cortright.
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the building only receives moisture when rain or snow 
is blown under the eave of the roof, so we have pretty 
good control of the amount of moisture that reaches 
the plants, and we can simulate the climatic conditions 
of southern California. 

Two penstemon cultivars that have made quite a 
splash in the commercial markets are named Twizzle 
Scarlet and Twizzle Purple. Twizzle Scarlet won the 
Fleuroselect Gold Medal, a prestigious award given 
only to new varieties that have been tested across 
Europe and proven to clearly supersede existing 
varieties in terms of breeding innovation and beauty. 
Twizzle Purple was an All-American Selections winner, 
a similar award given in the US. Both of these plants 
were bred in Europe, and they are derived from our 

will bring it food. Observe the baby at a distance for 
about two hours, the maximum limit most bird parents 
spend away. The fledgling will be in distress at this 
point and if you prefer that nature not take its course, 
you may approach and lift the bird with gloved hands. 
Place it in a shoe box padded with tissue or other soft 
material. Take it to a person knowledgeable about 
baby birds like Sally Fitzgibbon (505) 920-8957 or the 
Wildlife Center, Espanola (505) 753-9505. If you cannot 
reach anyone, information about rescuing, helping, and 
releasing an abandoned baby bird is available online. 

What’s New in the Penstemon 
Gardens?
By Larry Deaven

At least 30 new species of penstemons will bloom in 
the nature center gardens for the first time this spring. 
Look for them in planting beds against the building and 
along the flagstone path that begins behind the tool 
shed and proceeds in a southeasterly direction.

Among these new plants are at least one species 
and two cultivars that deserve further description. 
Penstemon floridus is a species native to southern 
California in and around the area known as Death 
Valley. It has large hot pink flowers that are shaped 
like the bill of a pelican, and it reaches a height of 3 
to 4 feet. Look for these plants in the corner of the 
building just behind the bicycle stand. This corner of 

Penstemon floridus. Photo by Gary A. Monroe.

Penstemon Red Twizzle. Photo courtesy of Chiltern Seeds.
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Nature Center 
Hours:

Monday 10-4
Tuesday 10-8
Wednesday 10-4
Closed Thursday
Friday 10-4
Saturday 10-4
Sunday 1-4

PEEC Board of Directors
Bob Walker, President
Rick Wallace, Vice President
Mouser Williams, Secretary
Nancy Arendt, Treasurer
Elizabeth Allen, Jeremy Campbell, Jennifer Macke, 
Craig Martin, and Hari Viswanathan

PEEC Staff
Katherine Bruell, Executive Director
Jonathan Creel, Director of Interpretation
Siobhan Niklasson, Education Programs Director
Beth Cortright, Adventure Programs Manager
Rachel Landman, Marketing Manager
Christa Tyson, Visitor Services Manager
Kate Barrere, Gift Shop Manager
Denise Matthews, Educator
Sandra West, Educator

Our Mission: Enriching people’s lives by strengthening their connections to our 
canyons, mesas, mountains, and skies.

Visit us online, too!
www.peecnature.org
facebook.com/peecnature
instagram.com/peecnature
flickr.com/photos/peec_nature
Download the free Los Alamos    
Trails App from the iTunes store 
or Google Play
Review us on Trip Advisor

local native Penstemon barbatus. Look for the Twizzle 
sisters along the flagstone path immediately behind 
the tool shed and scattered throughout the flower beds 
adjoining the building. 

New PEEC Member Perk
By Christa Tyson

To say thank you for your support, members can now 
save 20% in our gift shop from 4 PM to 8 PM on the 
first Tuesday of the month. Members can still save 
10% in our gift shop throughout the year. If you want 
to renew your membership or become a member, email 
me at visitorservices@peecnature.org or stop by the 
nature center.  

Inspiring the Next Generation:
“Thank you for your amazing 

planetarium presentation. It really 
made me interested in space and 
stars. Your museum is crazy cool.”

—High school student
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This curious fox visited the nature center to clean up 
after the birds and inspect the location for our geology 
exhibit, coming in May. Photo by Jonathan Creel.


