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Celebrating Life in the Chihuahuan Desert

Welcome

Daniel Carey-Whalen, Director

Museums often deal with universals. Birth and death,
love and loss are all examples of universals. Our
current exhibit, Tiny Tunnels, Big Connections: Ant
Relationships Shape the World deals with the universal
of relationships. Not only does this exhibit (now online)
shed light on how humans relate to these tiny insects,
it also explains how ants form webs of sustainability
throughout entire ecosystems. The Centennial
Museum’s past exhibits on ASARCO and Smeltertown
focused on the universals of work and family. Now, not everyone works and unfortunately,
some people do not have a family, however everyone can understand these concepts.
Museums help bring these universals to life and tell stories to which people can relate.
The topic of this newsletter spotlights one of my favorite American universals, Back-to-School.
Of course, I am aware that not everyone is going to school or has school age children, but we
can all identify with this annual, end-of-summer tradition. New clothes and backpacks, new
folders and books. The wonderful experience of reuniting with friends not seen since the
previous May. I have fond memories of this rite of passage, especially in college. The return to
campus, new classes, old and new friends, and learning different things. One of the great joys
of our jobs at the Centennial is working with UTEP students and faculty, and the beginning of
the academic year brings many bright-eyed students through our doors.

Museum Hours
of Operation:
We are temporarily closed
to the public until further
notice. Florafest has been
postponed until the fall of
2020. Please visit our
website for more
information.
• CENTENNIAL MUSEUM
Monday through Saturday
10:00 A.M. to 4:30 P.M.
• CHIHUAHUAN
DESERT GARDENS
Open every day
Dawn to Dusk
• LHAKHANG
Every Wednesday and 1st
Saturday of the Month
11:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M.

This year, however, Back-to-School will be different. For most
students, the semester will begin (and possibly continue)
online. There will be no in-person reunions of friends, no silent
anticipation before the professor enters the classroom, and no
beginning of the semester get-togethers. Yet, school will begin
this month. The amazing faculty and staff at UTEP have created
the safest learning environments at our disposal. Virtual
classrooms and social distanced labs, Blackboard and Microsoft
Teams. Although most of our situations may not be ideal, we
will do the best we can and learning will take place. We need to
work together and support each other.
Even with the coronavirus quarantine still in place, I am, as
always, excited about the new academic year. Let’s make it a
great one!

Daniel Carey-Whalen
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A Year in Review

Claudia Ley, Education Curator
It still is hard for me to believe that it has been four months since
I last stepped into the Centennial Museum and interacted with my
colleagues in person for our usual 8-hour work shift. Now, I must
admit that while I don’t miss the morning, rushing to get ready and
trying to beat traffic, I really do miss my morning walks from the Sun
Bowl parking lot to the museum and gardens. There is something
exciting about starting some mornings to the beat of the university’s
marching band, stopping at Einstein’s for a bagel and coffee, and
walking through the gardens to get a hint of the chocolate daisies
before making my way into the museum.
While most of my colleagues and I have not worked together in
person in months, there are still daily interactions through weekly
virtual staff meetings and webinars, along with communicating
Gardens

through our chat group. But working from home can really have its
challenges, especially for museum educators like myself to work on
programming, tours, and other projects from home. We are away from the spaces where
we serve as caretakers of natural history and culture through the care and preservation
of objects, documents, artifacts, and plants. So now I, like many others, am learning how to
create meaningful online content in hopes of retaining and possibly gaining new visitors.
It has been a great learning experience, and a great time to reflect on my past year at the
Centennial as we go into a new, yet not normal, school semester.
This past June, I completed my
first year as Education Curator
at the museum. Being a UTEP
alumnus with an MA in Sociology
and a BA in Anthropology, and
having taken several Museum
Studies courses, I was very
familiar with the museum and
the gardens. Coming from an
art museum to a natural history
and culture museum was not
a hard transition, but more so
exciting as I have always been
fascinated by all three subjects.
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Working for a university museum seemed to have many other
advantages, such as working with students and scholars. Some of
the on-campus educational partnerships and collaboratives I have
been able to work with include the Museum Studies Program, the
Humanities Department, the Metals Department, the Rubin Center,
and the Bhutanese Cultural and Educational committee. Outside
partnerships include the Insights El Paso Science Center, the West
Texas Chapter of the Alzheimer’s Association, and the Tumblewords
Project.
By far, overseeing the Lhakhang has become one of the most
rewarding responsibilities of my job, not only because of how
serene it feels inside but also because of breathtaking art and
history behind it, and all the different people I have met there. One
of the memorable tours of the Lhakhang was for a couple of visiting
scholars and monks from the Kopan Monastery in Nepal. Curious
about visiting a university whose architecture is inspired by Bhutan,
they recalled being more interested in seeing it in person when
they learned about the Lhakhang. Since then, every Wednesday
and first Saturday of the month (prior to COVID), it was my responsibility to oversee the

Prayer Flags at
the museum

Lhakhang while learning about its history and culture through docent Jean Antoline. We
look forward to launching virtual tours of the Lhakhang this fall while it remains closed to
the public. Through this initiative, we also hope to make it accessible to those who might
not be able to ever visit in person but are interested in learning more about its history and
our connection to Bhutan.
Although we are still
unsure when we will get
back on campus and
visiting the Lhakhang and
museum will become safe
again, I, along the rest
of the Centennial staff,
will continue to do our
best to bring a part of the
Centennial Museum and
the Chihuahuan Desert
Gardens to you, via social
media and web.
Visitors from Bhutan in 2019
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Notes from the Garden
Kevin Floyd, Botanical Curator

The integration of a camera into cell phones 20 years ago has
created many advantages. I take several pictures every day in the
gardens, capturing plants in bloom, visitations by pollinators, or an
unknown weed that I need to identify. As wonderful as this ability
is, it has come at a cost to our observation skills. I remember
when my biology students stopped making sketches in their lab
notebooks and started taking pictures of everything. People at
the research conferences I attend take pictures of each slide in the
This insect is on a
Berlandier’s sundrops
looks like a honeybee,
but is it? How would you
illustrate it? What size and
shape are its eye? How
long are the antennae?
What is the color pattern
on its abdomen?

presentation, no longer worrying about writing notes. Building
observational skills is a worthwhile endeavor for all of us, especially
for students who are unable to return to classrooms for at least the first part of the school
year. Creating an observation or nature journal allows for engaging in science practices,
connecting to the natural world, recording memories, and can even be used for future
research projects.
Most students are taught the scientific
method early in school. Although science
is rarely a linear process as described
in textbooks, most research projects
begin with questions that someone has
about observations they have made.
An observation journal can become a
starting point for many science projects.
Where are the plants in the yard the
tallest? Where are the most flowers?
How many different types of flowers are
there? How many pollinators visit each
flower? What kinds of birds visit the
area? Recording careful observations
and having an open and curious mind are
the first steps of doing science.
Observation journals are also useful
resources for those of us no longer in
school. Many gardeners keep careful
notes about what they planted, when they
fertilized, what pests they encountered,
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would you draw it to compare with the
insect in the prior photo? How does the
pattern on its abdomen appear? Is it the
same as the other insect? What more
would you want to see to make a better
identification?
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and how much produce they harvested. Bird watchers often
keep track of how many species they see at a location, and what
behaviors the birds were doing. Hikers might take pictures of
interesting rock formations, pretty flowers, and weird insects.
These are all forms of observation journals. They might only be
missing the hand-drawn sketches. I am no artist myself and feel
like a photo is often better than anything I might draw. But to really
learn about the object I am observing nothing beats the process of
sketching. These sketches are not just drawings, but a combination
of drawing and writing together. Consider the process of learning
how to identify the plants with yellow flowers that I wrote about in
the May 2020 newsletter. Taking a picture of each flower provides
some information, but to sketch the flowers accurately requires
looking carefully at the number and shape of the petals, the size
and color of the leaves, and the overall size of the plant. The
process of making that sketch will teach you more than taking
dozens of photos will.
There are excellent resources on nature journaling as part of school
curriculum. Most are free to download, and I encourage you to use
them either with your kids or on your own. There are also lots of examples of nature
journal pages online.
Here are a few tips to get started. Always
include the location, date, time, and
weather. Focus on the observation, not

This native bee is on
a prairie coneflower.
How would you
accurately illustrate
this? What colors
are present? How
are the back legs
different from the
front legs? How
does it compare to a
honeybee?

on making art (that is for another time).
Include accurate information and data.
Use drawing and writing together. Aim to
make an illustration that someone would
be able to use to identify the object if
they were to see it.
What nature are you seeing? What
questions arise? Share your journal
How many petals does this blue flax have?
How would you describe the shade of blue?
You can look online for a diagram of flower
anatomy and label the petals, stamens, and
sepals. How many of each are present?

pages with us by posting them
to Instagram and tagging us @
centennialmuseum. I cannot wait to see
your illustrations!
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Online Learning
Museum Staff

I was able to attend the American Public Gardens Association annual meeting this summer because it was
spread out over a few weeks and had decreased registration fees and no travel costs. I learned what other
gardens are doing to reach out their communities during COVID restrictions, and what they are planning on
doing once restrictions are relaxed. We are a much smaller garden than many of the presenters, but I hope to
take what I learned to build our outreach opportunities in the year to come. – Kevin Floyd

I learned a bit of programming code during my time in college, but now managing the museum
website, I’ve had to learn a bit more. Now that online accessibility is in demand more than ever,
resources for learning these things have become easier to find. Thanks to these resources I feel I have
learned quite a bit and will be able to contribute that to our team. -Amy Briones

Just as weekly online staff meetings have become the new norm for us, so have webinars, online
training and professional development workshops. Since the beginning of April, I have been taking part
in various webinars hosted by the Cuseum, the Smithsonian, and the Texas Historic Commission, to
name a few. While many have focused on various ways to engage visitors while museums are closed
through virtual content and exhibitions, other talks have focused on online branding, marketing via
social media, along with museum education and virtual programming. - Claudia Ley

Like many who have been working from home, I’ve taken advantage of online professional development. The
museum world was quick to offer multiple webinars on dealing with the COVID-19 crisis. All of us in the museum
community are going through uncertain times and it was comforting to talk with other museum professionals and
see how they were cooping though the pandemic. One of the best things about the museum community is our
willingness to share ideas and offer advice, whether it was about reopening plans, ideas for interns when working
from home, or just keeping sane. Be it a webinar from the New England Museum Association, the Texas Historical
Commission, or even an online happy hour, advice, support, and hope can always be found. - Sam Winer

One of the silver linings during this time is that we have been able to reach out to
our campus and community members for ideas and to further our knowledge. I
have especially enojyed our professional development seminars with our neighbors
the Rubin Center. It’s been a great collaboration and has really helped reinforce our
missions as museum on campus. -Johnny Barragan
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Behind the Scenes

Mayra Gonzalez, Senior Work Study
Working at a museum could be something boring,
especially for people around my age, but it is a
completely different environment once you are
there. From attending the front desk to working
on setting up exhibits, and giving tours to doing
translations, every day at the Centennial Museum
is different. It is something that I really enjoyed
while working there.
At the museum, work-studies attend to the front
desk. Most people perceive this duty as boring,
which in some cases it could be. However, we
usually have visitors from other parts of the globe!
By memory, I can tell that we have had visitors from Mexico, London, China, Venezuela,
Argentina, and more places. It is really satisfying to help them not only by giving information
about exhibits, but about El Paso as well. In addition, there is an opportunity to learn about
their country of origin.
As much as I liked being at the front desk, there are
other activities that I really enjoyed quite a bit more. One
of them was working on revising and doing translation
for the exhibits. I know how discriminated people may
feel after seeing wrong or incomprehensible texts. I had
the opportunity to help Spanish-speakers have a great
experience while visiting. This process of translation let me
learn more about our exhibits. Also, the transcribing part of
the work increased my knowledge and interest in history. I
really need to thank Sam (Museum Curator) for that and for
being able to see part of the collection. It really made me
interact more with the past of our border area.
The museum also provides tours. I only got the opportunity to assist three times with
school tours. It is fun but at the same time it is a hard thing to do. You have the students
interested in the subject of each exhibit, while at the same time you are taking care of them.
Thanks to Claudia (Education Curator) I learned how to really manage and work with tours
like that without going crazy.

THE CENTENNNIAL MUSEUM AND CHIHUAHUAN DESERT GARDENS

PAGE 07

The work at the museum did not end there. I also had
to help in the setup of the exhibits. People may think
that they are done in a day, how naive. It takes several
weeks for only one exhibit! Some of the days we, the
work-studies, were asked to help with painting and/or
patching the walls because of the damage of a previous
exhibit. Also, you must work in the texts and images. It
is a complete mess during those weeks but is all worth
it once you see the exhibit is up. This work is mainly
done by the curatorial assistant, Amy Briones. I honestly
have a lot of respect for Amy; I learned how hard work
leads to fantastic results, not only in exhibits, but life in
general.
Besides all these “common duties” at the museum,
every semester we can work on a project related to our
major. In my case, my major is in the Business Administration area. This past semester,
my last semester at UTEP and at the Museum, I
worked on a business plan to “re-open” the gift
shop that the museum used to have. I worked
doing inventory, assigning prices, forecasting
possible losses, and more boring and exciting
stuff. I need to thank Daniel Carey-Whalen
(Director), who trusted me during all these years
in the projects assigned, and to Johnny Barragan
(administrative assistant) who let me play “a la
tiendita” and worked with me in this project.
I could say more about working in this place, and
all the experiences and learning from the people
I had worked with, but it is an experience that I
hope everyone has the opportunity to experience
and take advantage of working there. I do not
have enough space to express how grateful I
am to have worked with very knowledgeable,
fantastic, and funny people. Thank you, Daniel, Claudia, Johnny, Sam, Amy, Kevin, John,
Lorian, Michelle, Sebastian, Ricardo, Ana, Saul, and volunteers, for the learning and all
those moments at the break room. Working at the museum has been -with no doubtthe best job I have ever had.
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First Time UTEP Student

Saul Fontes, Humanities Collaborative Intern/First Time
UTEP Student
When I thought about starting my first semester at the University
of Texas at El Paso, I was expecting to walk along busy footpaths
and climb the dreaded hills upon hills of campus, sit in crowded
lecture halls with hundreds of other students, form study groups,
pull all-nighters in the library during finals week, and of course,
attend the occasional tailgate and football game. But all of this went
out the window once the lockdown and quarantine ensued due to
the catastrophic outbreak of COVID-19, a virus that has completely
altered almost every aspect of our lives.
It goes without saying that we are facing “unprecedented times,” as
I’m sure everyone has heard the common phrase by now. But what is
often overlooked is the fact that all of this uncertainty and instability
marks the start of an incredibly important time in history; a reckoning
of sorts within our society that has put the spotlight on the weakest
and most dysfunctional parts of our system. I believe now is our
opportunity to take action and demand substantial change in our
I have become almost too
familiar with this image.
The emails never end.

country from our leaders and elected officials.
I’m assuming that by now, all the social distancing and self-isolation has put most soulpossessing humans through the wringer when it comes to our mental and emotional
well-being. Lately, I’ve been reflecting on all of the time spent with my friends and family,
and all the simple interactions that I took for granted. I’ve grown tired
of the repetitive nature that has shaped my newly adjusted lifestyle.
It’s like we’re all in this long, excruciating waiting period and everyone
is struggling to get to some unknown date when we’ll eventually have
a vaccine, or a cure and things will finally go back to normal. But until
this happens, there is chaos and there is agony, and the reality is, the
chaos will likely continue even after the vaccine is made, and things
will never return to the “normal” that we used to know.

This is my desk where I
spend most of my time. I
had to get a new desk
because my previous one
was way too small.

Shifting course a bit, I’ve found online classes challenging but
manageable, yet this is definitely not the best format in which I can learn, as I think many
others will agree. When you think about attending a university, you think about all the new
ideas and concepts you’ll learn, but you also think about the environment in which you’ll
be learning. The auditoriums, the classrooms, fellow students, professors, the library,
social areas, basic human interaction; these are all gone now. Instead, you’re confined to
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your computer in whatever spot of your home you can
manage to use as a makeshift classroom, and sit there
for hours on end until bedtime; then the vicious cycle
starts all over again.
With all that being said, I want to acknowledge my
privilege of attending school virtually without any
obstacles. It should be no surprise that there are still
far too many students in all school levels without access
to a computer or wireless internet. Likewise, there are
many students who may find themselves in very toxic
and negative situations at home. Remote learning is
not suitable for everyone, and I think it’s important for
us to consider this when exploring different options for
conducting education. We need to remember to help those who are
most vulnerable during these situations.
Frankly, this situation is not what I imagined when I thought about
transferring from EPCC to UTEP, but it is what it is. Nonetheless, we
must continue to express our dissatisfaction through outlets that
can actually help make a difference and hopefully bring some muchneeded change to the lives of others, as well as our own.

Between hours of tests,
Zoom meetings, and
replying to emails; I
sometimes daydream of
the outside world from
my window.
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