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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Tassel-eared squirrel—heard of it?  Seen one?  The more common 
name these days for these stunning rodents is Abert’s Squirrel.  With 
9 non-overlapping subspecies throughout the West, their description 
can vary depending on where you see them.  Black, gray, or reddish 
sides; rusty back stripe or not; white or black belly; tail black above 
and white below, all black, gray—whew!  The stunning melanistic 
form—meaning all black—of the subspecies in Colorado (Sciurus 
aberti ferreus) can be quite common, although those that are gray 
with white bellies, such as Julia’s drawing depicts, occur as well. What 
sets all variants apart from other tree squirrels such as Fox or Pine 
Squirrels is the conspicuous tufts of fur on the tips of their long ears.  
All are about 11-12 inches long, with an 8- to 9-inch tail.   
 
Abert's Squirrels occur in pure Ponderosa pine stands or stands with 
Gambel’s oak, Colorado or two-needled pinyon, juniper, aspen, or 
Douglas-fir.  Very dependent on Ponderosas, Abert’s nest in them, eat 
from them, hide in them, and use them for courting and raising their 
young.  These squirrels eat Ponderosa seeds through the summer; 
they can eat up to 75 cones a day when seeds are plentiful.  In winter, 
when seeds are scarce, Abert’s switch to reliance on the succulent 
inner bark of twigs—clipping needle clusters from the twigs, removing 
the outer bark, gnawing the inner bark, and discarding the twig.  In 
fact, a pile of clipped twigs—one squirrel can consume about 45 twigs 
a day—can let you know that you’re underneath an Abert’s “dining 
room.”  Acorns from Gambel’s oak can also provide substantial food, 
as well as fleshy fungi (including some varieties that are poisonous to 
humans), mistletoe, insects, carrion, bones, and antlers. Because they 
are the only squirrel that does not make food caches, Abert’s must be 
active year-round, although they forage less often when it snows, due 
to higher visibility of these dark rodents against the white backdrop. 
 
Mating season stretches from March until June. The female builds a 
nest among Ponderosa branches, in Gambel’s oak cavities, and 
sometimes in cottonwood branches. Nests are built in trees occurring 
as part of a grouping of trees with interlocking crowns.  After a 43-day 
gestation period, the female gives birth to a litter of 3 – 4 babies.  
Females often have more than 1 nest; so if they perceive danger or 
something happens to the 1st nest, she can carry the babies, one at a 
time, to a different location.  By 11 – 12 weeks, the young can live 
independently.   
 
As noted earlier, the Abert’s Squirrel is known in the scientific world 
as Sciurus aberti. The genus name (Sciurus) arises from Greek, 

meaning “shade tail,” emphasizing the importance and utility of the 
bushy tails of all of the tree squirrels in this genus.  Both the species 
name and the common name honor the American naturalist Colonel 
John James Abert—a military officer who organized the effort to map 
the American West in the 19th century.   
 
Any time other than breeding season, Abert’s can be difficult to spot, 
for a variety of reasons.  Ponderosa cones can be nearly completely 
absent about 1 year out of 4, resulting in very large natural 
fluctuations in the Abert’s population size due to food availability.  
Predators abound, including Northern Goshawks, larger owls, 
mountain lions, bobcats, and coyotes. As a defense, Abert's squirrels 
spend much of their time in trees that have interlocking canopies, 
making them less susceptible to ground predators as they travel 
through the treetops.  When resting, they often lie stretched flat on 
the top of a tree branch, which makes them less visible to predators.  
But early in breeding season, these shy, wary squirrels exhibit a great 
deal of noisy, social communication.  So as you wander through 
Ponderosa pine forests this time of year, listen for the various barks, 
clicks, screeches, and squeals announcing the presence of Colorado’s 
“tassel-eared squirrel.” 
 

Spring has Sprung by Debbie Gaj 
 
Spring in Colorado has sprung in its own tentative, inimitable pattern 
that includes wet snows followed by warm sunshine.  Inevitably the 
earth thaws, grasses poke their delicate greenery through the soil, 
and the season of renewed life is upon us.  
 
My son, who is a regular contributor to his Eco-Village’s blog site, 
often reveals a philosopher’s soul underneath the callused, 
homespun exterior of a Missouri farmer. He recently wrote an article 
describing the gradual evidence of renewed plant life at the village, as 
well as announcing the February birth of his son Arthur.  As he 
bemoans the increasing scarcity of resources on our planet, Ben 
ruminates: “To make a human child in this time of our planet’s history 
must therefore be an investment in faith.” 
 
In a much smaller way, it is also an investment of faith whenever we 
plant a garden, start an orchard with seedlings, or hatch some chicken 
eggs. As new life in its myriad forms emerges from the long slumber 
of winter, we may question what kind of world that life will encounter. 
Does it even have a chance?  Our valley is beautiful, but it is a harsh 
environment in many ways. We nurture seedlings and delicate 
sprouts, knowing it is likely that a quick frost, spring snow, or violent 
storm could overcome their delicate hold on life. We raise goat kids, 
bunnies, and baby chicks, despite their almost ensured predation by 
coyotes, mountain lions, or birds of prey. We believe that life will 
persevere. Despite the cynicism abounding in today’s society, we still 
hold that hope in the future.  
 
Perhaps this is why I have discovered a shift in my own seasonal 
preference. Most of my life I declared fall my favorite season. Of 
course, growing up in the humid Midwestern torture chamber known 
as summer, the advent of cooler days and bright, crunchy leaves was 
always a welcome delight.  Or it could also be that spring in that part 
of the country meant mud, gloom, and tornado warnings. But recently 
I noticed I embrace the first “no winter jacket” days much more.  
Spring is my new favorite season.  I could wax all poetic and attribute 
that to my own approach to the fall of my life, wanting return to my 
own personal spring and have a “do-over.”  But I believe the true 
reason is simpler and much less existential than that. I have 
discovered the joys of small-scale gardening.  



 
My parents always had an enormous vegetable garden and mini-
orchard back in the days before it was fashionable.  Tomatoes, 
peppers, beans, dill, chives, cucumbers, peaches, watermelon, 
strawberries, and cantaloupe – if it could thrive in suburban Chicago 
summers, they grew it.  I still remember those frantic days before a 
first killing frost, when the dining room and kitchen tables and 
counters would be laden with enough hastily plucked harvest to feed 
a small town. My parents did not know the meaning of growing “just 
enough.”   
 
My sister inherited that particular gardening gene, and her lovely 
greenhouse and gardens in northern Illinois were a sight to behold. 
She is now a Colorado resident, currently learning to adapt to the 
vagaries of the growing season in Fort Collins. Apparently my son has 
discovered his familial talent as well and has sunk his roots, both 
figuratively and literally, into the rich loam of northern Missouri.  
 
Somehow I got skipped over for that particular talent, at least in my 
earlier years.  I was lucky to keep a dusty cactus houseplant alive. 
When summer weekend chores were handed out, I traded with my 
sister to keep myself out of the bugs and the dirt – true horrors in my 
childhood mind. I would rather dust and vacuum than pluck weeds in 
the heat, panicked by the drone of a passing bee. 
 
But I eventually became nostalgic for what I used to take for granted. 
I missed the succulent juiciness of a “real” tomato. I remembered how 
satisfied, albeit tired, my parents were while enjoying the fruits of 
their labor. So a few years ago I started small. I purchased a used 
hydroponic container system, rather apprehensively set it up, got 
some young starter plants from my sister and the local nursery, and 
invested in a little bit of that faith in the future.  
 
Perhaps I overdid the fertilizer or the faith.  My tomatoes and peppers 
sky-rocketed, eventually bending and breaking under the weight of 
their fruit.  I found myself passing out cherry tomatoes to any soul 
willing to take them. I incorporated miniature eggplants into a 
preponderance of my dinner menus. My experiment was successful, 
and then some! I caught the bug.  (The gardening bug, that is. 
Fortunately, due to the nature of hydroponic potted gardening, insect 
pests are kept to a minimum.) Last year I tweaked my system a bit, 
planting specific varieties more suitable to containers. The plants still 
towered over me, but things were a bit more manageable. I am 
learning a little more every season.  
 
And now I definitely look forward to spring, eagerly awaiting the 
moment when we are safely past a damaging frost. I have discovered 
the faith it takes to sprout a tiny speck of a seed and believe in the 
glorious riot of color and taste to come. Welcome to spring, when life 
in all its miniscule or magnificent forms reminds us that there is still 
hope for the world.  
 
I am also happy because spring signals a new season of the Coaldale 
Gardeners’ Market, where locals can obtain all the yummy 
vegetables, fruits, eggs, bread, and other goodies that we are not yet 
equipped or skilled enough to provide for ourselves. The first Market 
this year will be Wednesday, May 25th, from 5:30 to 6:30, at the 
Coaldale Community Building. Future Market dates to be announced.   

 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 

 

Water Droplets by Debbie Gaj 
There is nothing publicly to report on the CB Ranch Water Rights issue 
at this time, though San Isabel Land Protection Trust is still actively 
involved and is keeping an eye on any upcoming proceedings.  
 
Mark your calendars for April 27-28th in Salida at the Steamplant for 
the 22nd Annual Arkansas River Basin Water Forum. 
According to Kristie Nackord, it is one of the best water education 
events in our basin. This year they will be talking about water resource 
needs in our basin, alternative transfer methods (alternatives to buy 
and dry), storage, recreation and its impact on our local economy, 
mining reclamation, and a whole lot more. Those interested in water 
should definitely consider attending!  
 
Plus, there will be delicious food--Michelle Gapp of Kalamata Pit is 
catering. More info can be found here:  www.arbwf.org 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Sunday, April 10th, 2-4:00 pm:  As the Postmaster of Coaldale, Jonna 
York has been an important part of our daily lives for many years.  
Recently Jonna decided to leave the Postal Service, enabling her to 
enjoy more time with her family and to pursue other interests.  Join 
us for a get-together on Sunday, April 10th from 2:00 to 4:00 at the 
Coaldale Community Building to thank Jonna for her years of excellent 
service.  Donations of refreshments appreciated! Call Debbie at 942-
3067 for more information.  
 
Saturday, April 16th, 7:00 pm:  We welcome back Bruce Hayes for an 
evening of great music!  Light refreshments, tickets $15.  
Reservations:  coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com 
Bring friends.  Pass this along.  Thanks for supporting live music! 
 
Sunday, April 24th, 5:30-7:00pm:  We’ll be having the annual meeting 
for the Coaldale Community Building Association (CCBA).  Potluck 
dinner at 5:00 pm and the annual meeting begins at 5:30 pm.  Re-
election of officers and updates on the latest projects.  Also time to 
renew your support by paying dues of $20/year.  Yes, this is a great 
local cause!  Send dues to CCBA, PO Box 15, Coaldale, CO  81222.  
Many thanks to all who pitch in, show up, and help make it happen! 
 
Mondays:  9:00 – 10:30 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. 
 
Mondays:  afternoon… Piano lessons!  It’s never too late to begin!  
Contact Cody Alexander at calex4343@gmail.com for more 
information! 
 
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. 
 
Fridays:  9:00 – 10:15 am Creative Vinyasa Flow Yoga.  Come explore 
all that is you in this fun and playful yoga class!  Learn how to become 
more open, present, and embodied on and off the mat. Practice will 
include meditation, asanas, and breathing exercises. Classes are FREE! 
Donations will be accepted, but not expected. For more information 
contact Brook at 942-3654. 
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