
 
 
 
 
 
A monthly newsletter from the Pleasant Valley 

January 2011 
 

On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
 

A common and conspicuous winter bird, the Dark-eyed 
Junco frequents rural roadsides and seed feeders in 
Colorado.  John Jay Audubon once referred to the junco 
as “the little Snowbird,” and many people today think 
that that’s its name.  Members of the sparrow family, 
juncos nest in high spruce and fir forests more so than 
any other habitat.  Their scientific name—Junco 
hyemalis—derives from the Latin term “iuncus,” meaning 
“reed” (they resemble the European “reed bunting”). So 
you can see (if you squint a bit) where the common name 
of “junco” came from.  The species name hyemalis 
translates to “of or belonging to winter,” because in 
Sweden (where Carl Linnaeus, who named the bird, 
lived), juncos were seen only in the winter.  They are 
referred to more formally as Dark-eyed Juncos to 
differentiate them from the Yellow-eyed Juncos found in 
Mexico and occasionally in extreme southeastern 
Arizona. 
 
The junco can be identified by its pink bill and white tail 
edgings that flash brightly as it flies away.  A long-tailed, 
small-bodied sparrow, it usually sports a dark “hood” 
(head, throat, nape) and a dark back that contrasts 
sharply with a white chest and belly.  I say usually 
because the species contains 4 (some think 5) subspecies 
that were once considered separate species.  The  most 
common junco in our area is usually the “gray-headed” 
subspecies, with a brown patch high on its overall gray 
back and gray sides (one of the best clues for identifying 
this subspecies, if you’re into that sort of thing).  This 
subspecies breeds in the high country of Colorado—the 
only junco subspecies to do so. 
 

You might also find other subspecies at your feeder at 
any time.  The Oregon junco has a dark gray or black 
hood (males) or dark brown hood (females) with pink 
sides and a gray back.  Some consider the 3rd 
subspecies—“pink-sided”—simply a pale variant of the 
Oregon subspecies; others classify it as a separate 
subspecies.  It can often be a real challenge to 
differentiate pink-sideds from Oregons.  You primarily are 
looking to see how dark their heads are compared to 
their black eyes.  If the head is so dark that you can’t 
distinctly see the eyes, it’s probably—PROBABLY—an 
Oregon.  If the eyes are darker than the rest of the head, 
pink-sided becomes a good guess. 
 
The last 2 subspecies aren’t as common as the previous 
ones, although they are among the most stunning.  The 
“slate-colored” junco has a uniformly very dark gray head 
and back, with the gray stretching to the chest as well. 
And finally, the “white-winged” junco—pretty uncommon 
in our area—looks like a light version of a slate-colored, 
except that you can see white wing bars (short strips of 
white about mid-wing).  Of course, just to keep things 
dicey, slate-coloreds can exhibit hints white wing bars 
too. 
 
As a final straw, the various subspecies can hybridize, so 
you can get lots of variations on the “junco” theme. 
Thank goodness they have all been lumped into one 
super-species of Dark-eyed Junco.  Only the truly 
obsessed need to worry about all of the details.  The rest 
of us can just sit back and enjoy their perky presence. 
 
Found all across the continent, Dark-eyed Juncos number 
among the most common birds in North America.  Recent 
estimates suggest a population of 630 million individuals. 
As you drive along a rural road in winter, check out any 
small group of dark little birds flying from the road’s 
edge.  A glimpse of white feathers on the outside edges 
of their tails means you’ve likely just startled a group of 
Audubon’s “Snowbirds.”  You can learn more about this 
species—photo links and links to samples of its calls and 
song—at http://wp.me/P16Ptu-1Z.  (If you’re typing, be 
sure to type this shortlink exactly as is.  Letter case 
matters!) 

___________________________________________ 

Healing Herbs and Spirit Horses 
By Julia Michel 
 

Kristie Nackord grew up in northern California, where 
horses played a great role in her life.  As a child, she rode 
competitively and learned dressage; but as an adult, she 
decided to “drop the reins.”  She no longer rides her 
horses but instead takes comfort in just being with them, 
enjoying their company.   Kristie allows them to run free 



on the acres of open land near her home at Spirit Horse 
Ranch, in Westcliffe, Colorado.  The ranch doubles as an 
unofficial animal sanctuary—home to a herd of eleven 
horses, as well as several dogs and cats.  Some of the 
dogs are missing limbs, but all are happy to be there. 
Among the animals, two horses, two dogs and two cats 
actually belong to Kristie, yet she loves them all equally. 
 
In addition to caring for rescued animals, Kristie is the 
“Herb Girl” of Spirit Horse Herbals (named in honor of the 
ranch), where she creates and produces a line of unique 
herbal teas, botanical oils, healing balms, and lip salves, 
among other things.  She grows her own herbs and crafts 
her products by hand with tender loving care.  She then 
sells them at farmers’ markets and fairs locally as well as 
on an Etsy store online.  She began growing plants and 
working with herbs in earnest about 6½ years ago.  She 
made her first creations for herself and as gifts for friends 
and family.  When people kept asking for more, Kristie 
realized this was part of her calling.  Then 4½ years ago, 
she decided it was time to make the big move.  She came 
to Colorado to really let her dream come to fruition. 
 
Doors have opened to help Kristie but not without some 
hard work and determination on her part as well.  For 
one thing, she discovered that gardening in the 
mountains—at an altitude of 8300 feet and a 90-day 
growing season—is very difficult compared to northern 
California!  And feeding horses during long, cold winters 
with the howling wind and heavy snow is also a 
challenge.  But Kristie is resilient and very happy to be 
where she is.  With a caring supportive network of people 
she has met here, she feels that although she is living in 
the middle of nowhere, she has more of a sense of 
community and a closer connection to people than when 
she lived in more populated areas.  And if this weren’t 
enough, Kristie still maintains her day job, telecommuting 
from her home in Westcliffe, with a very progressive and 
supportive company in California. 
 
Her enthusiasm and sincerity are very inspiring and 
contagious.  By living her dream, Kristie is also 
encouraging all of us to live our dreams as well.  Her 
positive outlook is as healing for the spirit as her products 
are for the body. 
 
You can find Kristie’s teas at Ploughboy in Salida or visit 
her online store for a complete selection of her products 
at www.spirithorseherbals.com. 
 

 
 

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. 
 
January 19:  12noon – 1:45 pm CWC luncheon with speaker 
and music.  All are welcome, $8.00, call Dailesa to RSVP by 
January 17. 
 
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 
 
January 5, 12, 19, 26:  5:30 pm Healing Loss / Embracing 
Happiness, a 4-week group class with Tamara Heri, call 942-
3229 for more info. 
 
At the Cotopaxi School Auditorium 
 
January 12:  5:30 pm Financial Planning with Lyle Latvala, free 
and refreshments provided. 
 
In Salida at the Touber Building or the Steamplant 
 
January 19, 20, 24, 25 & 28:  8:30-10:30 am 
Live Well Chaffee County presentations on Economic 
Development, Food Access and Wellness, Land use and 
Conservation, Food Production and Distribution.  Contact 
Marjo Curgus at 207-4563 for more info. 
 
 


