
 
In the Valley 
A newsletter from the Pleasant Valley 
April 2011 
 

The Bluebirds of North America—Carrying 
the sky on their backs by Tina Mitchell 
Bluebirds are members of the thrush family, which also includes 
American Robins, Townsend’s Solitaires, and a number of “spotted 
thrushes” such as Hermit Thrush and Swainson’s Thrush.  North America 
has 3 species of bluebirds—Eastern, Western, and Mountain.  All 3 can 
be spotted in Colorado, although  Eastern Bluebirds are not common 
and mostly appear on the eastern plains.  Western Bluebirds can be 
found most commonly in ponderosa pine habitat along the Front Range 
and in a triangle from Grand Junction south to Cortez and east to Pagosa 
Springs.  Pines compose 65% of the habitat reports for these bluebirds; 
ponderosas are the most common, followed in a distant second by 
pinyon/juniper habitats. In spite of these preferences, you can see some 
Western Bluebirds using the nestboxes along Highway 50 in the Howard 
area.  We’ve also occasionally hosted a pair in our pinyon/juniper 
habitat.  But Western Bluebirds most commonly breed in California, 
New Mexico, and Arizona, where 35%, 21%, and 18% of the population 
can be found. Colorado comes in a far-distant 4th, with a measly 3%.  
 
On the other hand, Colorado is the winner in the Mountain Bluebird 
competition, with 12% of the U.S. population, followed closely by New 
Mexico and Wyoming (both at 10%) then Montana, Oregon, and Utah 
(all at ~9%).  Mountain Bluebirds most often nest in pinyon/juniper 
habitats in Colorado, followed by aspen forests, and mountain 
grasslands.  In Colorado, they can be found in the western two thirds of 
the state.  Both male and female Mountain Bluebirds exhibit strong site 
fidelity, returning to the same areas where they successfully bred in a 
previous year.   
 
Western Bluebird males have lovely blue plumage on their heads, wings, 
and tails, rust-colored breasts, and, frequently, chestnut patches on 
their backs.  Mountain Bluebird males are a breath-taking blue all over, 
although younger males have lighter chests and bellies.  Females of both 
species are duller, with more brown and gray, although Western females 
often have a faint blush of orangish-red on their breasts.  
 
With scientific names (genus and species) of Sialia mexicana (Western 
Bluebird) and Sialia currocoides (Mountain Bluebird), the origin of the 
bluebirds’ names is an interesting one.  An Eastern Bluebird was the very 
first bird assigned a genus/species name in the 1700s by Carl Linnaeus—

the inventor of the binomial genus/species naming convention. Sialia is 
the Latin version of the Greek word sialis, meaning “a kind of bird.”  
(Those Greeks really went in for precision labeling, didn’t they?)  Thus, 
Linnaeus gave the bluebird group this oddly pre-eminent genus name.  
When Eastern Bluebirds were reclassified to the thrush family and 
needed a new species name in the early 1800s, William Swainson simply 
adapted the genus name to arrive at Sialia sialus.  The closely related 
Western and Mountain Bluebirds followed Eastern Bluebirds into the 
thrush family.  The Western’s species name mexicana reflects the fact 
that the first specimen was collected from Mexico, although the species 
can be found throughout the west (and, hence, the common name of 
Western Bluebird). The Mountain’s species name is more convoluted.  
Its namer apparently thought it looked like a European bird—the lesser 
whitethroat—and adapted that bird’s species name (curroca) to mean 
“like a whitethroat” (curroc-oides).  Its earliest species name was arctica, 
reflecting its northernmost breeding range.  Goofy taxonomists—why 
couldn’t they have just left well enough alone? 
 
As is true with most thrushes, bluebirds eat insects during the warmer 
months and switch primarily to berries and fruits through the winter.  
Yet unlike other thrushes, bluebirds are secondary cavity nesters:  They 
nest in cavities but their beaks aren’t strong enough to pound out their 
own.  They typically use snags or holes excavated by woodpeckers.  They 
will also readily nest in nestboxes.  They have been reported in a variety 
of odd nesting sites, including building crevices, mud Cliff Swallow nests, 
open electrical breaker panels, a campground information box, a ski-lift 
building, and the openings in metal clothes poles.  Nestlings in the wild 
fledge about 16 - 21 days after hatching and remain dependent on their 
families for a number of weeks afterwards.  In areas where they over-
winter (which doesn’t happen in most of Colorado), family groups can 
stay together loosely until spring.   
 
Bluebirds have been popular symbols throughout history.  Many 
indigenous cultures equate bluebirds with such positive characteristics 
as happiness, good fortune, renewal, and cheerfulness.  Several 
American Indian tribes consider bluebirds to be sacred, “carrying the sky 
on their backs.”  As a friend of mine who is a linchpin of the North 
American Bluebird Society says, “May all your blues be birds.” 
 
You can see some fun photos of bluebirds that have nested in the 
nestboxes on our property:  Mountain Bluebirds, http://wp.me/Ph4IP-
8G; Western Bluebirds, http://wp.me/Ph4IP-Cs.  (Both of those are 
shortlinks to a Wordpress blog.  If you’re typing them in, be sure to use 
upper- and lower-case letters!)  And you can learn more about these 
lovely thrushes here: http://wp.me/P16Ptu-45.  
 

The Coaldale Schoolhouse by Julia Michel 
An attractive, modernly appointed school house to cost between $6000 
and $7000 is being erected at Coaldale in the western part of the 
county. The work is being done by a Salida contractor and is expected to 
be completed in time for the opening of school year in September. The 
building will be of frame construction and will contain sanitary sewerage 
with bubbling fountains, etc. Water will be piped to the building from a 
nearby spring. 
 

Cañon City Daily Record, July 25, 1923 
 
And so began what would eventually become the Coaldale Community 
Building.  
 
On August 7, 1923, the Salida Mail updated the latest developments:  
The school building “will have two rooms and will be strictly modern.”  
The contractor was A. W. Klarenbach and the building was to be 
completed by the fall term of school. 
 
Four years later, the Salida Mail on October 21, 1927 wrote “Pleasant 
Valley Resources Attract Earliest Settlers,” focusing on the development 
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of the valley and its two mountain villages of 
Coaldale and Howard.   Coaldale received its 
name from the charcoal kilns located there.  
Piñon pines were used to make charcoal in 
nine brick “beehive” kilns for silver smelters 
in Leadville and Pueblo.  At the time of the 
article, the population of Coaldale and the 
surrounding area was estimated at “between 
two or three hundred which supports a post 
office, one general store and a school.” 
 
Pleasant Valley was once the home of the 
native Ute and other Indian tribes.  After the 

civil war, the early U.S. settlers in the Pleasant Valley became a farming 
and ranching community.  The availability of water in creeks made 
farming of alfalfa, wheat, oats, and other grains possible.  Ranchers were 
able to raise large herds of cattle on the native grasses and sell their 
livestock to the Denver and Kansas City markets.  The wooded 
mountains supported the operation of the charcoal kilns as well as the 
saw mills that made ties for the railroad and timbers for the coal mines.  
With the advancement of the railroad during the 1870s and 1880s, 
freight train stations also offered employment opportunities.  The 
freight operations ran from Cañon City to Leadville.  Around the turn of 
the century, the Portland Cement Company owned a quarry near 
Coaldale that shipped gypsum for use in cement manufacturing.  And 
around 1910, a dairy industry began.  
 
Today, the post office, an art gallery, and a firehouse remain in Coaldale; 
and farther up the mountain-side, the gypsum quarry is again in 
operation.  The general store, stagecoaches, and freight trains are gone, 
along with the coal mines and saw mills.  The “modern” brick 
schoolhouse of 1923 is still standing although since 1956, it is no longer 
used as a school.  However, unlike some historic buildings of the west, 
the Coaldale Schoolhouse is being kept alive as a community center that 
serves as a meeting place for everyone.  Not far from the schoolhouse 
are the crumbling ruins of the charcoal kilns.    The population of 
Coaldale is probably the same today as it was 100 years ago, and the 
modern-day pioneers can still recall and relate to the spirit of the early 
settlers. 
 
If you are so inclined, please support the historic preservation of 
whatever is left of your community so that future generations may also 
appreciate what came before us and know that we all cared enough 
about what remains to make it last.  To help with the historic 
preservation of the Coaldale Schoolhouse you can send your 
membership dues of $20 per year or a tax-deductible contribution to 
CCBA, PO Box 15, Coaldale, CO  81222.  Thank you! 
 
Many thanks to Janice Yalch, Carol McNew, and Donna Griesel for their 
dedication and research that led to this article, as well as the Western 
Fremont Historic Society for the Coaldale Schoolhouse’s inclusion in the 
Colorado State Register of Historic Properties. 
 
 
Now you can also find us on the web at: 
 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 

To include your event in our calendar and for all other 
comments and correspondence, contact us at 

InTheValley812@yahoo.com 

And one last question to see who knows…  How did Howard get 
named?  If you know the answer, e-mail it to us!  Thanks! 

 
 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 

Mondays:  8:45-10:15 am Yoga (all levels) with Janet Engel, $9/class 
drop in.  942-3980 for info.  Namaste. 

Tuesdays:  9:00 am Quilting and Fiber Arts, free and all are welcome.  
Bring a sack lunch and whatever you are working on.  Share a stitch with 
company.  

April 20:  12noon – 1:45 pm CWC luncheon with speaker and music.  All 
are welcome, $8.00, call Dailesa to RSVP at 942-3147.  

April 30:  5:00 pm Coaldale Community Building Annual Meeting / 
Potluck Dinner.  Come have dinner with your neighbors and support the 
CCBA! 

In Cotopaxi at the Cotopaxi Store   

Thursdays:  6:00-8:00 pm Music jam, free and all are welcome.  Come 
play or listen in! 

At the Pleasant Valley Health Center   

Open Fridays or for more info see www.pvhcpaxi.org 

At the Cotopaxi School Auditorium 

April 6:  6:00 pm Dr. Vince Stack will give a presentation on Diabetes.  

April 9:  9:00 am-1:00 pm Building Your Financial Freedom presentation 
by Lyle Latvala.  Lunch will be provided. 

In Howard at Howard Hall 

April 9:  8-11am  Breakfast to benefit the historic restoration of 
the little church in old Howard.  $8 adults, $4 kids 6-10.  

April 26:  12–2pm PV Club Potluck and Guest. Bring a potluck dish to 
share, men pay $5 donation.  Guest: Justin Allison, local Howard 
Guitarist, playing "Gershwin to Brazilian Jazz". 

In Howard at Mountain Valley Church 

Mondays and Thursdays:  10:00-11:00 am Strong Bones, mild exercise 
class for men and women of all ages to strengthen bones and improve 
balance, Contact Linda at 942-3054 for more information. 

In Salida at the Steamplant Theatre 

April 2:  7pm The Muse's Market intermixes Gabrielle Louise's social 
commentary folk music with the avant-acoustic music of David Rynhart, 
the poetry of Panama Soweto, the journalistic photography of 
Sebastião Salgado, and the fine art of Jimmy Danko and Laurie Maves.  
Tickets are $15 online or at the door. 
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