Mustang Island: 
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Intern: Kit Deppe
I spent 10½ weeks this summer on Mustang Island in South Texas working at the Episcopal Diocese of West Texas’ Camp and Conference Center.  My job was basically to be one of the five college-age camp staffers and serve as the ecology specialist for the camp.  I went into the job not really knowing the expectations anyone had for me and with a very vague idea of what I was there for.  But, being me, it was very exciting to jump into something without knowing where it was going to lead.  I was immediately welcomed by the wonderful Camp and Conference Center director, Nita Shaver, who made me feel right at home.  My accommodations were great!  I shared a room with one of the other staff members and our room was very comfortable.  It was basically like living in a hotel all summer; we even had our own balcony that you could see the water from.  All of our food Thursday through Sunday was cooked by our wonderful Chef Kathy and her assistants Roxanne and Sandra.  All of the food was fantastic!  And during our off time, Sunday afternoon through Wednesday, they left us plenty of leftover food to eat.  

The first week I was there we had staff training with Rob Watson, the Diocesan Director of Camps and Conferences, where we learned about what we would be doing all summer and what it meant to be a staff member at Mustang Island Family Camp.  These camps ran from Thursday afternoon to Sunday afternoon and hosted a maximum of twenty families.  These families were mostly from the Diocese of West Texas and would come to Family Camp as a sort of vacation, but one with a Christian aspect.  We, as a staff, were the ones who ran the camp.  Duties included setting up umbrellas on the beach every morning, carrying down surfboards, teaching surf lessons, taking pictures for the end of the week slideshow, setting up for all meals, some cleaning, making bonfires, leading worship and music, running the family variety show, opening and closing buildings, and other general hospitality tasks.  My job on top of all of this was to incorporate an environmental aspect into everything.

From what I understand there was an old camp that the Diocese owned that was on the Corpus Christi Bay and that camp was strictly an ecology camp.  Then the approximately 24 acres on the Gulf was donated and the family who donated the land wanted the Diocese to have a program going within about five years or they were going to give the land to their home church instead.  So, the Diocese was kind of rushed into creating something and came up with the idea of Mustang Island Camp and Conference Center where conferences/retreats could be held and where Family Camp could be held during the summer months.  Somewhere along the way the ecology aspect was lost, however.  The Diocese created my internship to try and get that ecology aspect back and incorporate it into Family Camp.  

I began by coming up with an ecology walk, which was offered both Friday and Saturday afternoon after lunch.  We started outside the main building at the outdoor seating area and I covered the topics of the formation of Mustang Island (which corresponds with the birth of Christ), general local geology/sedimentology, showed the shell display and sandbox that I made, then proceeded down the boardwalk while I talked about dune formation, storm influences, erosion issues, island building, the origin of sediment (Rio Grande River), sediment transport, wind influences, dune vegetation, drought influences, wetland conservation, issues with fishery, the Laguna Madre shoreface vs. the Gulf of Mexico shorface, the local shorebirds, sea turtle protection efforts and effects on populations (especially the Kemp’s Ridley), local gastropods, crab species (especially ghost crabs), ghost shrimp and how to find them, sanddollars and how to find them, and the various kinds of seaweed (especially sargassum) and origin of the seaweed.  The walk ended at the end of the boardwalk.  Ideally I would have like to have continued some of the walk along the beach, but as I found out, once the kids get to the beach they all run off and disperse pretty quickly and that’s the end of that.  So after ending the walk, I would go down to the shoreline and let everyone know that I was there and available to answer questions or if they wanted to bring shells to me to identify, etc.  The walk/talk usually ended up being around 30 minutes and I thought it was very fun and educational, however it was really hard to get people excited about participating. 

I figured out fairly early on that trying, as one person, to create and develop this ecology aspect was just not going to work very well.  I figured out that working from the bottom was not going to be very effective; we were going to have to work from the top.   What I mean by working from the top is that the Diocesan office at the Bishop Jones Center in San Antonio was going to have to change the way they advertise first and foremost.  They are going to need to advertise the camp as “Mustang Island Family Camp: Ecology and Christ” or something like that.  If they really want to incorporate ecology into camp, then they are going to have to get people excited about ecology before they even get there.  Then when families come to camp they will have that expectation and be more interested in participating in things like ecology walks.  

I think one thing that could also really work would be to incorporate ecology into the daily lessons that are taught at camp.  Every Friday and Saturday morning a lesson was taught by the camp director about the theme for the camp, which was “Abide in Me” this year.  In the future the theme should be simply appreciating creation, appreciating what God has created by observing and learning about nature.  

From what I understand, the Diocese is planning on expanding the conference center in the future and I think a good investment would be a whole building or at least a whole portion of a building that is strictly devoted to education about the local ecology, a sort of “mini-museum” if you will.  This building could be roughly modeled after the education center at the National Seashore on North Padre Island, which I visited with Dr. Garrison.  The education center at the National Seashore included a professionally published display that covered everything from the history of the island with the Spaniards and the pirates, to the formation of the island about 2000 years ago, to the local species, to the current environmental issues (i.e. erosion, pollution, drought, climate change, overfishing, wetland protection).  

The education center also included a large sandbox, which had a variety of the different shells and other things that wash up on the Texas coast.  This summer I decided to replicate this sandbox idea for MICC.  I built a box about 4’x2’ out of wood and painted it a blue-green color.  I filled it with sand and a bunch of shells, crabs, sea urchins, star fish, and other things all donated by Dr. Garrison and the Geology Dept at Texas A&M Corpus Christi.  Because of this donation I was able to represent almost all of the different shells and other organisms one might find washed up on the Texas coast in Corpus Christi, which ended up being a much better display then they even had at the National Seashore.  

Next I’ll go through some things that are not in the National Seashore exhibit, but that I think need to be included in the MICC exhibit.  I think another thing that would be good to include in the new building would be a library of environmental books with some couches and chairs where people can sit and enjoy the books.  Something else that would be good would be to have a few aquariums representing the different water habitat types that there are in the area.  In Dr. Garrison’s lab on campus he has two different aquariums, one being the Laguna Madre shoreface and the other being the Gulf Coast shoreface.  These included the correct salinities of the two environments and a few of the different species that live in these environments that people could observe.  I think something like this would be great to have at MICC. 

Another addition to the exhibit that I’d like to see is a shell identification display as well as a bird identification display.  This summer I did make a shell I.D. display bulletin board, but I think a professionally published display would be really nice to have.  The board that I made this summer was a nearly comprehensive compilation of the shells and other organisms you might see washed up on the shore and included a picture of the organism, the common name, and the scientific names.  This served as a supplement to the sandbox, so that if I was not around to tell folks what things were they could self teach.  I did not make a bird identification board this summer, but think it would be a great addition.  

Something else that I think that would be very beneficial is a mounted flat screen television in the “library” area.  This way during the ecology walks lead by the Sewanee student; they could have a portion of it be a short educational video on the ecology of South Texas or environmental issues.  I think this would be a great way to get the kids interested and engaged in the ecology walk.  

The last thing that I would really like to see is a boardwalk through the property that could be used for the ecology walk.  This would need to be lower to the ground and without any side rails.  This boardwalk would enable MICC to use more of the 24 acres that it has instead of only using about 2 of those as it does today.  Ideally the boardwalk would branch off the main building, go to the ecology mini-museum, and then go down to ground level and circle around the freshwater pond area, make its way up toward the dune line and then come back around to the mini-museum.  Along this boardwalk would be plaques identifying local plant species.  This boardwalk would be mainly for use during the ecology walk, would also be available for use under adult supervision during the daytime.  


Overall, I think it would be great for the Diocese to have two Sewanee students.  Originally I think they wanted me to go back and forth from the Island to Camp Capers, which is outside San Antonio in the Hill Country, but for some reason we decided not to do that.  I think if they wanted the Sewanee students to travel to Camp Capers during the Mustang Island off-time, that would be a great idea.  The current issues at Camp Capers, from what I understand, are erosion along the banks of the river, drought issues, and live oak death.  I would have loved to have been part of the logistical planning for Capers and acted as a sort of advisor because I know a lot about erosion and forest/tree management from taking both Hydrology and Silviculture.  If the Diocese wants students to help out at Capers, the student definitely needs to be a Natural Resources major.  However, the Mustang Island work might actually be better for an EcoBio major since most of the work down there was biology-based.  


Since I was free to do whatever I wanted on Sunday afternoon through Thursday morning every week, I worked with Dr. Garrison from Texas A&M Corpus Christi on a geology research project.  Garrison helped me with ideas for the camp, such as what I should do on the ecology walk and gave me a big booklet that described everything you could ever want to know about the local geology and ichnology.  This booklet also went over the various gastropods that one will find along the Texas coast and this helped me create my shell display board.  And, as I mentioned previously, he donated almost all of the shells and other organisms for my sandbox.  The research project took a little while to get going because at first I wanted to do a project on the salinity levels in Laguna Madre related to the drought conditions and then see what its effect on sea grass was and, therefore, what effect that had on juvenile fish.  But, as we found, this project was going to be out of Garrison’s scope of knowledge and it would require at least one year of research.  So, we brainstormed some more and came up with the idea for my project.  


My research project was to do grain-size analysis on sand dunes to try to see evidence of large and medium scale storm events.  We tested two dunes, one about 50m from the shore on the main dune line and one about 650m away from the shore near the highway.  We took vibracores of these two dunes using big aluminum pipes and then slit the pipes and I took samples of each 10cm on which I did grain-size analysis using three sets of sieves and running them through the rototap machine.  Each grain size massed using a scale, recorded, and then the data was entered into spreadsheets.  After entering all of my data, graphs were made and data was put into different mixing models to find the best fit model.  Once all of the data was put into graphs according to skewness, kurtosis, and grain size proportion versus depth I was able to see definite evidence of seasonal storms in the past and also decadal storm patterns.  Garrison’s theory that I was testing was that with high intensity storms of hurricane strength very fine grain sediment is brought up from further out in the Gulf and deposited in the dunes and with intermediate intensity storms you see intermediately fine grains in the dunes.  This theory seems to be correct based on my studies and we are able to see these storm patterns depicted in the vertical profiles that were made.  A final, more in depth analysis of this data is to be done this Advent 2009 semester for 2 hours of course credit.  


I would recommend this internship to any Sewanee student who is adventurous, very versatile and flexible, open to new things, a hard worker, and doesn’t mind a challenge.  I found this summer to be very enjoyable and worthwhile.  Not to mention, I also had a lot of fun surfing all summer!

