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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Along the rocky  banks of the Arkansas River lurks a small, 
unique water sprite you might never have noticed—the 
American Dipper.  A uniquely western bird, a dipper is a stocky, 
slate-gray songbird, about 7.5” long and shaped rather like a 
fist with a stubby tail. It almost invariably can be found 
standing in, standing beside, or flying low over water—usually 
water flowing swiftly over rocks and logs.  It forages by walking 
along the shore or among exposed rocks, sometimes with its 
head actually submerged, or even plunging into the water, 
where it may remain submerged for as long as 15 seconds.  It 
often perches on rocks in streams, lurks beneath overhanging 
stream banks, and, a favorite in our area, works rocky shores 
beneath bridges.  When out of the water, the dipper often 
bobs (well, “dips”) its entire body with a springy bounce.   
 
Dippers require stretches of swiftly flowing river, stream, or 
creek ¼ mile to 2½ miles long.  Ideally, such streams—often 
high in the mountains—feature lots of partially submerged 
boulders for perching.  In winter, they require ice-free areas for 
foraging.  Where streams remain at least somewhat ice-free all 
year, the birds stay on their breeding territories.  Most winters, 
you might spot dippers along the Arkansas in our area, because 
the ice rarely covers extensive areas of the river.  Should their 
waterway homes freeze, dippers in our area may move down 
to the Cañon City area for a few months before returning 
upriver to breed. 
 
American Dippers eat nearly any insect found in the river:  
mayflies, caddisflies, midges, stoneflies, and craneflies, to name 
just a few. The dipper may walk through the flowing water with 
only its head submerged or it may dive, using its wings to “fly” 
underwater in pursuit of prey.  To provide insulation from cold 
waters, dippers have thick coats of down and roughly twice as 
many contour feathers as other songbirds of comparable size.  
Their stubby wings are well adapted both for short flights and 
for use as flippers while swimming in turbulent waterways.  
Their strong toes and legs, along with their wings, allow them 
to forage efficiently in currents powerful enough to knock an 

unsuspecting human off his or her feet.  They also walk along 
the streambed, probing under stones for morsels.   
 
Dippers build their nests primarily on horizontal outcrops of 
rocky ledges above moving water or on structures underneath 
bridges.  In our area, breeding season begins in late March or 
April.  The female weaves a dome-shaped nest, about a foot in 
diameter, using twigs, small roots, or grasses and featuring a 
large entrance low on one side.  She lays 4 or 5 eggs and 
incubates them for 13 - 17 days.  Both parents share the tasks 
of feeding the often noisy nestlings.  This next generation 
leaves the nest after about 18 - 25 days; nearly as soon as they 
fledge, they can swim and dive.  At this point, the parents often 
divide their stream territory and their brood, with each parent 
feeding and tending his or her eagerly begging subgroup in 
different portions of their territory. 
 
The American Dipper’s scientific name, Cinclus mexicanus, 
comes from “cinclus,” (Greek for a type of water bird that 
bobbed its tail up and down, mentioned as long ago as 
Aristotle).  The species name, mexicanus, comes from Latin for 
“pertaining to Mexico,” where the nominate bird was first 
found.  Its common name differentiates it from the Eurasian 
Dipper (“American”) and refers to its nearly incessant bobbing 
(“Dipper”) when perched along or in a stream.  People have 
offered a variety of suggestions about the purpose of this 
behavior.  Perhaps it helps the bird see better in a constantly 
changing visual backdrop of constantly moving water.  Or it 
may be some way to communicate with other birds in a 
typically noisy environment.  No definitive answer exists at the 
moment—but the behavior is probably linked somehow to 
better chances of survival in a lively, roaringly wet 
environment.   
 
Purported to be Scottish-born naturalist John Muir’s favorite 
bird, he called it the “water thrush” or “ouzel” (an old name for 
a European blackbird).  “[H]is music is that of the streams 
refined and spiritualized.”  If you stop around bridges across 
the Arkansas in our area, keep an ear and eye peeled for this 
fascinating sprite—the only aquatic songbird in North 
America!—bouncing on boulders and diving into the river.  You 
can hear see clips of a dipper dipping and “flying” under water, 
hear snippets of its song and call, and learn more about this 
species here.  
____________________________ 
The Hardscrabble is Happening 
By Debbie Gaj 
Combine equal parts worthwhile cause, beautiful view, 
legendary athletes, delicious local food, drink, and family 
entertainment. What you get is a recipe for success, believes 
Kristie Nackord, coordinator of the upcoming Hardscrabble 
Mountain Trail Run.  On June 2, in celebration of Colorado Land 
Conservation Appreciation Week, Westcliffe, Colorado will be 
home to the premier of this unprecedented racing experience. 
To say this event is unique in so many ways is not hyperbole. 
 

http://onthewildside812.wordpress.com/birds/american-dipper/american-dipper-links-and-photos/�


Employing the theme of “two cultures, one vision,” the 
proceeds from Hardscrabble will benefit the San Isabel Land 
Protection Trust, the Palmer Land Trust, and the Tarahumara 
Indian tribe from Copper Canyon, Mexico.  The land trusts 
strive to preserve the rural and agricultural quality of life in 
Fremont, Pueblo, and Custer Counties. The Tarahumara Indians 
are also struggling to protect their natural and cultural heritage 
from dire environmental threats 
 
As we sat sipping herbal tea and discussing the event, Kristie’s 
enthusiasm was contagious. I have to admit, she had me at 
“Tarahumara.”  Special guest runners include a contingent of 
these amazingly talented “super-runners” who were featured 
in the book Born to Run by Christopher McDougall.  These 
traditional cave-dwellers combine the best of a gentle and 
peaceful culture with a hardcore and crazy competitive streak.  
Getting to meet and run with these legends is alone worth the 
price of admission. 
 
But it gets even better! The next detail had me literally 
drooling. All competitors receive a voucher for “The Local,” a 
food wagon that prepares their items using locally grown and 
produced ingredients.  The lunch menu includes such tempting 
and intriguing entrees as The Local Burger (rubbed with brown 
sugar and coffee), Chickpea Fritters, Korean BBQ Tacos, Kimchi 
Quesadillas, Grownup Grilled Cheese, and Veggie Grilled 
Cheese. Not your typical hot dog and sloppy Joe cart by any 
means! To quench their thirst, runners also get a beer ticket for 
a Bristol Brewing Company libation.  Non-racing guests can get 
the same yummy menu for only $6.00. 
 
To add the crowning touch to this event, the location is a little 
slice of paradise. Bear Basin Ranch is a working ranch 
encompassing twenty-four hundred acres nestled up against 
the Wet Mountains just east of Westcliffe.   The single track 
trail will provide an enjoyable 5K fun run or a more challenging 
10K that will take runners over steep mixed terrain as it winds 
through ponderosa and pine forests. 
 

The fun doesn’t end at the race completion. Bluegrass music, 
raffles, horseback and wagon rides (for an additional fee) make 
this an all-day event. And who doesn’t like getting goodies?  
The participants’ haul includes race bandanas and gift bags 
with local photographer Bill Gillette’s breathtakingly beautiful 
book A Passion for Ranching. 
 
By the time Kristie had finished filling me in on the day’s 
festivities, I was more than ready to sign up for the 5K.  I’m sure 
most of you are, too.  So here are the details:  go to 

www.hardscrabblerun.com 
and click on registration and 
results. You can register 
online, or download and print 
a mail-in registration form.  
The race is limited to 350 
entrants, so hurry to 
guarantee a spot. I will see 
you there! 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Mondays:  8:45 – 10:15 am Yoga class for all levels.  Beginners 
welcome!  Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  For 
more information contact Janet Engel, 942-3980. 
 
Wednesday, May 29th, 5:00 – 6:30 pm:  Plant Sale at the first 
Gardeners’ Market and Bazaar!  Bring your extra plant starts, 
garden items and/or supplies to sell, trade, and buy more!  
We’ll all share to begin our great gardens of the season.   
 
Friday, May 17th, 2:00 – 5:00 pm:  Holcim Open House!  The 
Holcim (US) Inc., Coaldale Gypsum Mine is holding an open 
house with tours for the community.  Learn about rocks and 
the geology of the area!  Refreshments will be provided. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the School 
 
May 9th:  Kindergarten Roundup 
May 13th,  7:00 pm:  Spring Music Concert 
May 25th, 10:30 am:  Graduation! (Congratulations!) 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
  
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
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. 
 
In Salida  
 
Yoga Classes with Chanda Klco chanda.klco@gmail.com  
Ongoing Classes at YogaTonic  
Monday, 10:30am – 11:45am Amrit Method Basics (YogaTonic) 
5:30pm – 6:45pm Amrit Method All Levels Practice (YogaTonic) 
Tuesday, 4:30pm – 5:30pm Yoga Nidra (YogaTonic) 
____________________________________________________ 

 
On the web, visit us 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 

 
This newsletter is made possible by the Coaldale Community 
Building Association.  If you like what you read you can help 
by making a donation to the CCBA, PO Box 15, Coaldale, CO  
81222.  We are very thankful for the recent reader donations! 
___________________________________________________ 
There is a very real relationship, both quantitatively and 
qualitatively, between what you contribute and what you get 
out of this world. - Oscar Hammerstein II - 
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