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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
 
North America has only 2 species of cranes:  the desperately 
endangered Whooping Crane and the more common Sandhill Crane, 
which we see and (more often) hear migrating through our area.  
Standing 3 – 4 feet tall with a wingspan of 6 – 7 feet, the Sandhill 
Crane can be distinguished from most other long-necked heron-like 
birds by its clunky, bottom-heavy body and a droopy tail that 
resembles an old-fashioned feather duster.  If you ever see one of 
these predominantly gray giants up close, you’ll also spot a red crown 
and a surprisingly small head that wields a large, dangerous-looking, 
dagger-like bill.  Flying high overhead, a crane’s neck stretches out 
straight (unlike a similar-looking Great Blue Heron, which flies with a 
folded neck) and its legs trail behind.  Males and females look similar 
although males tend to be a bit larger.  In reality, though, most of us 
will hear cranes long before we can see them—if we ever see them.  
An adult’s call is loud, resonant, and unforgettable.  In migration, a 
flock sounds like a symphony of giant, stuttering, creaking hinges.  A 
crane’s windpipe coils into its chest, allowing the sounds to resonate 
even more.  But honestly, words will never be able to adequately 
capture this sound.  Click here to listen to this amazing sound.  If you 
plug in headphones and turn the volume way up, you’ll come close to 
the actual experience. 
 
Most people will experience the magic of Sandhill Cranes primarily 
during spring and fall migrations, although a few pairs breed in 
northwest Colorado.   An important gathering or staging area for 
Sandhills in both spring and fall migration is the San Luis Valley—the 
Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge, to be precise.  On the flight path 
between western breeding grounds and wintering sites in New Mexico 
and Mexico, this area hosts nearly every member of the cranes that 
breed in Idaho, western Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and Utah.  
Every year, Monte Vista hosts a Crane Festival in early March honoring 
the return of the Sandhills.  If you ever get a chance to go, you will 
never forget it!  (If you can’t wait until March and have a rambling 
itch, check out the 25th Festival of the Cranes at the Bosque del 
Apache National Wildlife Refuge in Socorro, NM this month—
November 13 – 18!) 
 
Sandhill Cranes mature slowly, delaying breeding until 2 to 7 years of 
age, depending on the subspecies. They are strongly monogamous and 
both parents care for  their young.  They usually nest near wetlands 
(e.g., marshes, bogs), in nearby open grassland or in areas surrounded 

by woodlands.  A clutch usually contains 2 eggs, which both parents 
help to incubate for 29 - 32 days.  The precocial young leave the nest 
within a day of hatching, following the parents to appropriate feeding 
areas.  Despite hatching 2 chicks, usually only 1 survives—perhaps due 
to nestling-on-nestling harassment.  Both parents feed the young at 
first, but the youngster soon feeds itself.  First flight occurs between 
65 and 75 days after hatching.  The family remains together for 9 or 10 
months, allowing the young crane to learn the migration path from 
their parents. 
 
A Sandhill’s diet varies widely, depending on the location and the 
season.  Foods range from insects, aquatic plants, rodents, a variety of 
amphibians and reptiles, and even berries and seeds.  Preparing for 
and during migration, Sandhills can often be found in fields of 
cultivated grains when those are available.  (Areas around staging and 
wintering grounds such as Monte Vista and Bosque often abut corn 
fields; typically, managers leave some grains to provide important 
bulking-up nourishment.)   
 
The Sandhill Crane’s scientific name is Grus canadensis.  Grus comes 
from the Latin word for a crane; the species name canadensis refers to 
its breeding grounds in Canada.  The term ”crane” derives from the 
Anglo-Saxon word cran, which refers also this bird.  Finally, “sandhill” 
refers to the small sandhills which are a preferred site for their 
courtship display—an impressive dance of leaps, bows, and hops.   
 
The population of all subspecies of Sandhill Crane is estimated to be 
somewhere around 650,000. The subspecies in our area—the Greater 
Sandhill Crane—has made a significant comeback in the past 70 years.  
In 1940, the population was estimated to be only 1,000; today, 
estimates hover around 100,000.  The Rocky Mountain Population 
that passes through our area numbers about 20,000.  Colorado Parks 
and Wildlife (formerly the Division of Wildlife) considers this 
population to be a “species of concern” due to habitat loss and other 
disturbance by humans.  As a result, hunting seasons for cranes in our 
area have been closed.  However, the eastern plains of Colorado mark 
the western edge of the migration corridor for a different population 
of Sandhill Cranes; a hunting season exists for all subspecies of cranes 
in that area and in most other states in their range.  
 
Sandhill Cranes live long lives, as far as wild birds go—often more than 
20 years.  They also rank among the oldest living birds on the planet, 
with fossil records dating back 9 million years.  This vast evolutionary 
record prompted Aldo Leopold to write in A Sand County almanac 
(1949): 
 

His tribe, we now know, stems out of the remote Eocene 
[period]. The other members of the fauna in which he 
originated are long since entombed within the hills. When we 
hear his call we hear no mere bird. We hear the trumpet in the 
orchestra of evolution.  

 
When Sandhill Cranes pass noisily high overhead, you indeed hear 
trumpets and echoes from millennia long past—living fossils traveling 
an ages-old path twice a year since the dawn of time. 
 
Click here to learn more about Sandhill Cranes. 
_________________________________________________________ 

Road Trip Ramblings by Debbie Gaj 
 
My sisters and I have enjoyed an annual “sisters’ week” since our 
mother’s passing in 2006. But this year I also planned a mini family 
reunion involving my son and his cousins.  When circumstances 
dictated that the two events be combined, the resultant road trip 
turned into an adventure of near epic proportions. This family odyssey 
encompassed over three thousand miles, eight states, and five family 
members plus a dog, all in eleven days.  Because I had the biggest 
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vehicle and also had one of those insidious black boxes that tracks my 
driving for insurance discount purposes (that may be a whole different 
column), I did all the driving. 
 
Let me introduce the cast of characters and logistics of the trip.  I was 
accompanied by my big black lab mix, Jett. My son Ben, his wife 
Rachael, and their three-year-old daughter Althea live in an eco-village 
in northeast Missouri. They came out to Colorado by Amtrak to start 
this adventure. My sister Karen and her husband recently moved from 
northern Illinois to Fort Collins, where we had a short but fun reunion 
with two of their daughters and their families. Karen joined us for the 
rest of the journey. 
 
Beginning at the Amtrak station in La Junta, CO,  our travels took us 
back through Coaldale to stops in Ft Collins CO, Omaha NE, Rutledge 
MO, Three Lakes WI, Mitchell SD, back to Ft Collins, and finally, home 
sweet home Coaldale.  
 
Here are some random thoughts, discoveries, and just general musings 
from the adventure. 
 
*If the thought of driving in 75-m.p.h. winds with a car full of people 
and a loaded rooftop carrier on I-80 through Nebraska during a zero-
visibility dust storm sounds daunting, try a 100-mile stretch on 
Colorado Hwy 14 from Sterling to Ault during a nighttime icy white-out 
blizzard.  Both will threaten to permanently attach your hands to your 
steering wheel.  Not to mention giving you an urgent need for a 
massage therapist.  
 

*No matter the size of the dog or the size of the bed, the dog will 
always take up more than his share. 
 

*Among a carful of people, no one ever has a strong opinion on where 
they want to eat until the exit is passed. 
 

*Roadside diner waitresses are some of the funniest and friendliest 
women I have met --even when the diner is short-staffed and the 
waitresses are serving a restaurant full of disgruntled truck drivers. 
 

*Always get your gas station cappuccino with half regular coffee or 
face the distinct possibility you will need larger-sized pants by the end 
of the trip. 
 

*Don’t assume that having a three-year-old with you on a long road 
trip will be difficult.  My granddaughter Althea, the light and joy of my 
life, was a great source of entertainment.  Whether watching out the 
window for “baby buffalo bulls” or reciting stories and singing songs, 
she kept us all chuckling.  Our new family motto was born when out of 
the blue she declared “I laugh in the face of danger!” 
 

*Sometimes doing nothing but laughing, reminiscing, and spending 
time with family is better than any 5-star resort vacation. 
 

*All road trips must include a stop at a local winery – it is a great place 
to do your holiday shopping. At least that is the excuse I gave for 
buying six bottles. 
  

*When planning a drive through the Midwest and back to Colorado, it 
is probably best to avoid any seasons with the possibility of winter 
storms.   I am thinking July and August are safe at this point. 
 

*Most importantly, roll with the punches. Noisy hotel rooms, less-
than-ideal road conditions, and inconvenient delays are to be 
expected.  Don’t let them ruin the fun. Things may not always work 
out as planned, but the trials and tribulations will make for the best 
family stories. 
_________________________________________________________ 
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. 
www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
To include your event in our calendar and for all other comments and 
correspondence, contact us at InTheValley812@yahoo.com 

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.  
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center  
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
In Howard at Howard Hall 
November 13, 12:00 – 1:00 pm Annual Thanksgiving Meal - "PotLuck 
Lunch" Pleasant Valley Get-Together Club.  Turkey and trimmings 
provided - Bring a potluck dish to share, Men pay $5 donation to PV 
Club. Public is invited! 
 
In Howard at the Mountain Valley Church 
November 22, 12:00 – 5:00 pm   Thanksgiving Community Meal FREE 
to the public!  Everyone is Welcome!  Notify us if you are in need of a 
meal delivered.  Turkey and the trimmings.  More info: 719-942-4081.  
If you wish to donate funds for the purchase of food for this event go 
to http://MtnValleyChurch.com and click on donate.  
 
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)  
 
November 13, 11:30 am – 1:00 pm Bringing out Brilliance in the 
Spartan room at Walbangers with Tamara Herl and Sarah Cothren.  
Learn about how to combine creativity and experiential learning with 
the Art Trading Card.  The event is free.  Contact Tamara at 719-221-
0548 by November 6th to reserve a space and for more information.  
_________________________________________________________ 
Need help getting ready for the Holidays?  General housekeeping?  
Reasonable rates. Call Michelle 942-3182 or cell 620-278-6236! 
_________________________________________________________ 

On Giving Thanks…  The Community of Coaldale would 
like to thank the following generous donors and participants for the 
Annual Chili Dinner and Auction Fundraiser.  It was a great success! 
 

Artpost Gallery, Bighorn Park, Bookhaven, Computech, Delphi 
Alpacas, Monarch Mountain, Mountain Home Veterinary Clinic, 
Murdochs, Neighborhood Natural Goods, Placita Salon, Safeway, 
Twisted Cork, Vital Living, 7-11, Michael Collins and Penny 
Woodward, Doug and Annette Conwell, Scott and Janet Engel, Ken 
and Donna Griesel, Mark and Jill Gully, Roxann Moore and John 
Walker, Dale and Jonna York, as well as all the people behind the 
counter and anyone we forgot to mention.  We are very grateful! 
_________________________________________________________ 
The Fremont County Board of Commissioners is 
accepting letters of interest from citizens wishing to serve on the 
Fremont County Planning Commission.   The appointment is for a 
three year term beginning with the December 4th meeting.  Interested 
persons should submit a letter stating their qualifications and reasons 
for wanting to serve to the County Commissioners at 615 Macon 
Avenue - Room 106, Canon City, Colorado 81212.   You can also e-mail 
your letter to fcbocc@fremontco.com.  The deadline is 4:00 p.m., 
Thursday, November 15th, 2012.  For more information please contact 
the Department of Planning and Zoning at 276-7360 or by email at 
planning@fremontco.com.  
_________________________________________________________ 

Don't be yourself. Be someone a little nicer. -Mignon 
McLaughlin, journalist and author (1913-1983) 
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