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When I start to write one of these species accounts, I think “What is 
interesting about this species?”  With hummingbirds, though, what 
isn’t interesting about them?  The smallest of all birds, 
hummingbirds weigh between 0.1 and 0.3 ounces (2.5 – 8 grams)—
or about the same as 5-15 M&Ms for most of the hummingbirds we 
see in Colorado.  Probably the most striking aspect of hummingbirds 
is their unique and extraordinary ability to hover indefinitely in the 
air, as well as fly forward, backward, side to side, and even upside 
down for short distances.  Their wings beat faster than the eye can 
discern—for the species found in Colorado, that’s around 50 beats 
per second.  Their very long tongues can extend far beyond the tips 
of their bills, unlike most other birds.  Their bills allow them to 
extract nectar from deep within tube-shaped flowers.  They don’t 
suck up the nectar, though.  Instead, they actually lick it.  Capillary 
action then moves the liquid up 2 partial tubes on the sides of their 
tongues and into their throats.  (Small insects such as gnats and 
aphids also make up an important part of their diet, providing 
protein to supplement the sucrose of nectar.)  Their hearts beat at 
1,250 beats per minute when they are flying; even at rest, they still 
clock 250 beats per minute.  Yet when temperatures fall, they can 
dramatically slow their body functioning through torpor, where their 
heart rates can drop to 50 beats per minute and their body 
temperatures fall from ~110o F to 55o F.  As long as they have 
sufficient energy stores, they can emerge from torpor unscathed 
when the mercury rises. 
 
The 17 species that breed in the U.S. and Canada represent only 
about 5% of the more than 320 hummingbird species in the western 
hemisphere.  In Colorado, we have 2 breeding species.  By far the 
most common and widespread is the Broad-tailed Hummingbird; 
Black-chinned Hummingbirds breed in some parts of our area as 
well.  If you see the males of either species in a perfect light, you’ll 
see a flash of diagnostic color from the gorget (the feathers at the 
throat)—a brilliant rose-red for Broad-tails and a deep purple for 
Black-chinneds.  In a less-than-perfect light, the throats just look 

dark.  (Females of these species can be very difficult to tell apart—I 
won’t even get started here.) 
 
These fascinating creatures have spawned a number of “wives 
tales,” ranging from the harmless (e.g., hummingbirds will starve if I 
don’t keep my feeders full) to the truly bizarre (e.g., hummingbirds 
migrate on the backs of Canada Geese).  Neither is true.  Another 
“myth” arises around feeding them.  Some people put out 
hummingbird feeders filled with sugar water to which red coloring 
has been added.  (Many store-bought mixes do this.)  True, 
hummers are attracted to the color red.  But the artificial coloring is 
totally unnecessary.  All you really need is a sugar water solution (1 
part sugar to 4 parts water is commonly used) and a bit of red on the 
feeder itself—even just a red ribbon will do.  A large part of 
hummers’ lives involves checking out red things.  They’ll find it!  
Also, some folks worry about leaving feeders out in the fall, for fear 
that their presence will keep the hummers from migrating.  Have no 
fear—hummers will head south when they need to.  I generally 
leave our feeders out for 2 weeks past the last time I see or hear one 
in the area.  Rather than harming them, you could actually offer a 
big help to a late-migrating (often first-year) hummer during a time 
that flowers and insects are becoming scarce. 
 
The Broad-tail’s scientific name—genus and species—is Selasphorus 
platycercus.  The genus name comes for the Greek for “flame 
bearer”—a reference to its iridescent gorget.  The species name 
derives from the Greek for “broad tail” (platus = broad; kerkos = 
tail).  The Black-chinned’s is a bit odder:  Archilocus alexandri.  The 
genus honors the Greek poet, Archilocus.  (The fellow who was 
naming some hummingbirds in the early 18th century named several 
genuses after classical artists.  Go figure…) The species name honors 
M.M. Alexandre, a French medical doctor who collected Mexican 
birds in the mid-1800s.  Their common name arises from the hum of 
their beating wings.  A Broad-tail sounds like a cricket chirping as it 
flies by; a Black-chinned produces a lower hum—more like a June 
bug (if you know that beetle).  The Broad-tail also actually has a 
broader tail than many other species of hummingbird (although it’s 
very hard to see that unless you have the bird in your hand).  And 
the Black-chinned has a band of black feathers immediately under 
its chin.  (Yes, birds have chins—directly below where the beak 
meets the head.)  But this can be very difficult to see without perfect 
light. 
 
In July in Colorado, the Broad-tails and Black-chinneds are often 
joined by 2 other species passing through—the very aggressive, 
gorgeous orange-red Rufous Hummingbird and the teeny, tiny 
Calliope Hummingbird (3” long!).  Let’s save interesting information 
about those 2 species for another write-up.  But add these 2 species 
to the mix of local breeding adults with their newly fledged kids and 
crazed zipping and zooming can erupt near any food source.  Stand 
back and let the “hummingbird wars” of July begin! 
 
You can find many more interesing tidbits about these amazing little 
jewels on the Web site.  Either type in this shortcut 
(http://wp.me/P16Ptu-5U) or click here if you’re reading the 
electronic version. 

Seeds of Knowledge 
by Julia Michel 
Throughout her life, Janet Engel 
remembers that her mother always 
had a flower garden.  During Janet’s 
childhood, her grandfather worked 
as a traveling salesman selling 
flower seeds.  When she met her 
husband, Scott, they always felt a 
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thrill to pick fresh vegetables from his family’s garden. After she and 
Scott married, they shared a fantasy of someday living in a natural 
setting--all the while living first in California, then the Boulder / 
Denver area; working; teaching; raising a family; and going to 
graduate school.   
 
By the time Janet and Scott’s kids went to college, they knew it was 
time to move on.  On a trip to visit friends in Buena Vista, Janet 
recalled considering living in this area of Colorado and, soon after, 
they bought land in Coaldale.  For the next 5 years, they came to 
camp and hike and prepare to build their home.  When the builder 
asked what they wanted to do about landscaping, Janet decided to 
follow her intuition and do it herself.  In 2003, they moved into their 
new home in Coaldale with the expectation of living a very solitary 
life. Instead, they found a full social life as well.  Janet teaches yoga 
at the Coaldale Community Building and Scott continues to pursue 
his art in photography and sculpture; both are very active and 
involved in the community. 
 
Back to the garden, though.  Janet knew that she didn’t want to 
have a formal flower garden and she knew she did want to have a 
vegetable garden.  So she has combined the elements of gardening 
with nature--scattering wildflower seeds and planting some drought-
tolerant plants for beauty around their home.  And in a sheltered 
area behind their garage, they have 4 large raised beds with an array 
of plants:   flourishing herbs; edible flowers; and a mixture of 
lettuce, spinach, onions, tomatoes, and beans among many other 
healthy, happy vegetables.  Janet freely admits that this did not 
happen overnight. But with a love of the process and learning how 
to co-exist with deer, chipmunks, ground squirrels, gophers, 
drought, short growing seasons, and high altitude, she and Scott are 
realizing their dream of living in a natural setting and also able to 
enjoy the fruits and vegetables of their labors. 
 
Coinciding with Janet’s love of gardening, and having more time now 
that she has retired from commuting to work at the Montessori 
Teacher Education Center in Boulder, she participated in the master 
gardener program offered through the County in cooperation with 
the CSU extension.  During the class, the instructor asked a question 
that stayed with Janet.  “Why bother having a home garden?”  His 
answer to the class was that having a garden creates better families 
and that, in turn, creates a better community.  Janet responded to 
this ripple effect and felt drawn especially to this part of the process.  
She realizes that sharing her knowledge and experience with others 
benefits the community and that also encourages others to do the 
same.   
 
On that note, she’ll be giving a Gardening Workshop / Seminar on 
August 6th, from 10-12 noon at the Coaldale Community Building.  
All are welcome, the presentation is free and refreshments will be 
provided.  We encourage you to come!  Sharing seeds of knowledge 
with others is perhaps the most valuable form of gardening.  Thank 
you, Janet! 
 

More Great News!!! 
The Coaldale Community Building Association was awarded a grant 
from the Colorado State Historical Fund to renovate and rehabilitate 
the historic Coaldale Schoolhouse!  For years, the CCBA has been 
raising money through community dinners, auctions and other 
fundraising events.  Now, along with matching funds from Fremont 
County and Holcim Inc., this long-awaited project will finally become 
a reality.  The community of Coaldale would like to sincerely thank 
everyone who has contributed their time, effort, good will, brain 
cells, money, and support to this project.  Everyone can make a 
positive difference! 

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.  

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

July 16, 23 and 30:  10:00 am – 1:00 pm Creative Workshops for all 
ages!  We’ll make Concertina books July 16th, Tile Trivets July 23rd, 
and Berry Baskets July 30th.  Free but donations gladly accepted.  
Light lunch provided.  Sign-up at Inthevalley812@yahoo.com.   

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 information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 

In Howard at Howard Hall 

July 23:  9:00 am – 3:00 pm Howard / Calcite Tour presented by 
WFHS.  Meet at Howard Hall where Bill Schrader will be your wagon 
master.  Explore and learn from long-time residents about what life 
was like back in the good old days!  Bring a sack lunch.  Call 942-
3491 or 942-3665 for more information. 

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

In Howard at the 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. 

 

Visit 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 
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