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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Falcons are birds of prey that are most noted for their long, 
pointed wings and their stunningly swift and powerful flight.  
One species that breeds in our area is the Prairie Falcon.  
Standing 15 – 18” tall, its back is a pale, grayish brown and its 
chest and belly are white with some spotting that is heaviest on 
the flanks.  Its most distinctive field mark is probably the dark 
“mustache” slash running vertically down its light face—often 
the darkest point on the bird.  Males and females look alike, 
although the male (as is true in most raptor species) is often 
considerably smaller than the female.  This hint isn’t much help 
for most of us, though, unless they’re sitting side by side—which 
rarely happens.  These falcons of the arid country range over the 
western half of North America, from southern Canada to central 
Mexico.  In winter, they may move east and sometimes even 
south. 
   
Find a Prairie Falcon during breeding season and you’re mostly 
likely near a good source of ground squirrels, cottontails, and 
other small mammals, which provide fat-rich calories for raising 
its ravenous young.  During winter, they often switch to hunting 
songbirds, especially Horned Larks and Western Meadowlarks.  
Although these are the preferred items on the menu, Prairies 
will capture a variety of other species, up to the size of grouse 
and jackrabbits, as well as lizards and larger insects.  When 
you’re hungry and as good a hunter as a Prairie Falcon, nearly 
any unsuspecting creature that moves can become a meal.  They 
often hunt by flying fast and low over ground with low 
vegetation, taking prey by surprise.  They can also dive steeply 
from the air (called “stooping”) or pursue and overcome birds in 
flight. 
   
Pairs arrive on breeding territories in Feb. or March, with 
incubation in our area beginning around mid-April.  The female 
usually lays 5 eggs (range 2 – 6) in a shallow depression on a 

ledge or in a pothole; she handles most of the incubation tasks 
for the 31 days before the eggs hatch.  The male brings her food 
and may temporarily sit on the eggs while she eats.  Once the 
chicks hatch, the male delivers prey to the nest and the female 
rips pieces off to feed the young.  When the nestlings reach 
about 4 weeks old, she may join in the hunting chores to feed 
the growing youngsters.  The young leave the nest about 5 – 6 
weeks after hatching and rely on the parents for another month 
or so, as they learn to hunt independently.   
 
Falco mexicanus is the Prairie Falcon’s scientific name.  Both the 
genus name and the term “falcon” come from the Latin falx, 
which describes an agricultural implement with a curved blade 
or a hook in reference to the strong hooked talons found on all 
falcons.  Mexicanus refers to the nominate specimen (the 
specimen used to create its name), which came from Mexico.  
And “prairie” refers to the areas of low vegetation that this 
falcon uses for hunting. 
 
The Prairie Falcon’s larger cousin, the Peregrine Falcon, was 
severely impacted by the use of the pesticide DDT.  Prairie 
Falcons escaped this fate, but they have been seriously affected 
by other human activities.  Their nestlings have been favorites of 
falconers, who take the young from nests, raise them, and train 
them to hunt for them.  In the past, Prairie Falcon nests (also 
called “eyries”) have been raided to the point of no breeding 
success for several years in a row.  Even eyries that weren’t 
directly raided but were located in popular rock-climbing and 
hiking areas often failed to produce young, simply because the 
adult birds were so disturbed by humans in the area.  In light of 
these problems, Colorado wildlife agencies and conservation 
groups throughout the nation have initiated nest-monitoring 
programs to protect existing eyries.  Happily, the 400-500 pairs 
thought to be breeding in North America in 1994 have now 
grown to an estimated total of 5,000-6,000 breeding pairs.   
 
You can learn a bit more about this species and see some photos 
here. 
____________________________________________________ 
 

It Takes a Valley by Debbie Gaj 
The size of a community is not directly proportional to the size 
of its heart.  As an example, volunteering and community service 
have always been top priorities for the relatively small group of 
people who call our valley home.  
 
 I was impressed when I heard that my friend and relatively new 
resident Betsy Wallace had joined our volunteer fire department 
and was qualified to drive the two trucks. But I soon learned 
that female involvement in the department is not just a recent 
occurrence. 
  
Over thirty years ago, Sharon and Dick Clifton moved to the area 
on property purchased up County Road 6 bit by bit over the 
years.  Before long Sharon was called upon by Cora Vandyke to 
become the Assistant Fire Chief.  Sharon insists the job was in 
title only. They were more or less figureheads that showed up at 
fires so there would be someone in charge. She or Cora never 
fought a fire but did help frequently with crowd control. They 
also were required to prepare annual reports. 
 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-fk


Back then, the entire population was on an emergency phone 
system that alerted them to a fire. When a call came in, anyone 
who was not occupied with some other important task rushed 
to the scene to pitch in.  Equipment included an army surplus 
Dodge Power Wagon with a 250-gallon water tank.  The quarry 
(owned by US Gypsum at the time) would often provide its own 
water tank on wheels. 
 
Besides fire protection, Sharon found many other causes to 
occupy her time. She was president of the Coaldale Valley Club 
from 1981 until it disbanded a few years ago. Among other 
activities, the club held funeral dinners for local families and 
prepared fund-raising meals during local auctions or sales. She 
maintained the Coaldale Community Building calendar to plan 
usage for the year and was also was a member of the Coaldale 
Cemetery Committee.  
 
Dick was no slacker when it came to volunteering either. His 
roots reach back farther than the 1980s. He lived up 
Cottonwood Creek with his family until 1945. Back then, he and 
Eddie Gillespie helped clear trees when the Rural Electric 
Association first brought electricity to the valley.  
 
Once he returned to Coaldale with Sharon, Dick signed up on a 
rotating schedule for fire engine maintenance. This involved 
weekly start-ups to be sure everything was ready to go.  After he 
retired as Supervisor of the Salida Post Office in 1983, he 
received ambulance training and became an EMT.  He recalls 
that half the accidents at that time involved horses, not cars.  
 
Although the main dispatch operation was located at Sugarbush, 
dispatcher volunteers took turns being in charge, contacting 
crews and the ambulance as calls came in.  The ambulance was 
often parked at the Clifton house until needed. 
 
Dick and Phyllis Singer collaborated on the first book to help 
volunteer emergency personnel locate residences. In the more 
sparsely populated areas, it was often hard to see private roads 
or any address indicators.  The book mapped out every house 
location and included directions. 
 
As Sharon and Dick reminisce about their community 
involvement over the years, their list of friends and associates 
sounds like a Who’s Who of founding families – Vandykes, 
Gillespies, Cordells, Brooms, and Coopers, to name a few.  There 
is a rich treasure to be found in the tales of those earlier years.   
 
Times have changed, as has the valley population. What remains 
the same is an abiding love of this hidden slice of paradise. 
Opportunities to contribute to and improve it still exist. With 
dedication and commitment, our unique little valley will 
continue to flourish. 
___________________________________________________ 
 
“Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. 
Nature's peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into 
trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, 
and the storms their energy, while cares will drop away 
from you like the leaves of Autumn.” 
― John Muir 

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. 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00  – 10:00 am Pilates class for all levels.  Beginners 
welcome!  Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  Wear 
comfortable clothing, bring a mat & water.  Pilates focuses on 
engaging the mind with the body to create exercises that 
strengthen the core and involve the whole body.  $9.00 per class 
or 8 classes for $65.00.  For more information contact Kyanne at 
942-3752.  (no class on 9/3/13) 
 
Wednesdays  Throughout the Summer! 5:00 – 6:30 pm:  
Gardeners’ Market and Bazaar!  Bring your greens, vegetables, 
garden items and/or supplies to sell, trade, and buy more!  We’ll 
all share our great gardens of the season.  
 
Sunday, September 22nd, 5:00 pm:   Septemberfest!  Potluck 
dinner and get-together!  Bring a dish to share and something 
to grill.  We’ll squeeze in one last chance to enjoy the end of the 
summer and visit with your friends and neighbors.  Free and 
open to all. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
  
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
In Howard at Howard Hall 
 
September 10th, noon:  The Pleasant Valley Club will be having 
their monthly potluck lunch as a time to remember Alvera 
Leitner.  Please bring a covered dish and gather together to 
honor the contributions Alvera made to the community. 
 
In Salida 
 
Yoga Classes with Chanda Klco  
Ongoing Classes at YogaTonic  
Monday, 5:30pm – 6:45pm Amrit Method All Levels Practice  
Tuesday, 4:30pm – 5:30pm Yoga Nidra  
 
____________________________________________________ 

 
 

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! 
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