
 
 
 

In the Valley 
A Newsletter from the Pleasant Valley 
April 2017 
On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Unmistakable in many ways, the noisy, flamboyant male Great-
tailed Grackle has glossy black feathers with a whisper of purple 
iridescence; a long, keel-shaped tail; a heavy beak; and piercing 
yellow eyes.  From the side, the male’s tail rises at the base, then 
flattens or droops, looking a bit as if it had been broken and had 
healed poorly.  The female also has bright yellow eyes, with a 
brownish head and underparts, a dark mask, black wings, and a 
slightly shorter tail showing an iridescent gloss.   
 
As striking as these birds are physically, their behavior is even 
more distinctive.  Males are best known for their noisy, histrionic 
displays: They raise their bills high, fan their lengthy tails, and flap 
their wings in a frenzy—all the while making sounds reminiscent 
of a gaming arcade with upsliding whistles, rattles, strangling 
gasps, low chortling chatters, rasps, growls, and low shrill trills.  At 
a quick glance, the jet-black male Great-tailed Grackle might pass 
for a Black-billed Magpie, absent the white patches.  Even in 
character, he resembles that spirited corvid, patrolling his 
territory with a swagger and bluster reminiscent of a barnyard 
magpie.  Once this grackle opens his mouth, though, the 
resemblance screeches to a halt. 
 
As habitat generalists, Great-tailed Grackles occupy myriad 
habitats and seem to thrive in human-altered landscapes. They are 
particularly attracted to park-like settings with a mixture of 
scattered trees and open areas, such as housing developments, 
golf courses—and Salida’s own Sands Lake.  In 1900, the northern 
limits of this grackle’s range barely reached Texas; by the end of 
that century, it had nested in at least 14 states and was reported 
in 21 states and 3 Canadian provinces.  (Colorado’s first sighting of 
Great-tailed Grackles occurred in 1970.)  The explosive growth 
likely coincided with human-induced habitat changes such as 
irrigation and urbanization.   
 
Great-tailed Grackles forage in open, grassy areas (grasslands, 
pastures) as well as lawns, trees, and dumpsters. (Generalists, 
indeed.)  Their diet contains a variety of small veterbrates (e.g., 
tadpoles, lizards, small birds) as well as invetebrates 

(grasshoppers, crickets, beetles, butterflies, moths, bees, wasps, 
ants, spiders, slugs). 
  
The Great-tailed Grackle maintains a polygynous—shall we say 
“fluid?”—mating system and individuals of both sexes are 
frequently unfaithful to their mates.  Females may switch nesting 
trees and mates even within a breeding season. The male defends 
nestlings and fledglings hatched in his territory from potential 
predators, but otherwise all parental care falls to the female. 
Instead, males spend their days working to attract additional 
females while guarding their colonies and females against 
interlopers.  (It’s a full-time job, he says.)  Females usually lay 
clutches of 3 or 4 eggs; incubation lasts 13–14 days and chicks 
remain in the nest for at least 12 days.  After fledging, the 
youngsters may continue following and begging from the mom for 
several weeks after fledging. 
 
Some aspects of the origin of the Great-tailed Grackle’s scientific 
name (Quiscalus mexicanus) remain a mystery.  Quiscalus arises 
from Latin for “quail.”  (Can you think of a songbird that looks any 
less like a quail?)  At least the species name, mexicanus makes 
sense, reflecting the species’ original natural range.  The common 
name ”great-tailed” refers to the male’s gargantuan tail.  
“Grackle” derives from Latin for “a jackdaw or other crowlike 
bird,” which makes a bit of sense since it does somewhat resemble 
a crow.   
 
In the recent 2nd Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas, the number of 
atlased areas with Great-tailed Grackle records increased 
dramatically over the 20 years since the 1st Breeding Bird Atlas. In 
Colorado from 1968 to 2012, Great-tailed Grackles overall 
increased by 6.3% per year, with a noted acceleration to 11.4% per 
year from 2002 to 2012. Considered agricultural pests, particularly 
around corn, Great-tailed Grackles enjoy only minimal protections 
under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act:  Blackbirds, cowbirds, 
grackles, crows, and magpies can be exterminated without 
permits under specific crop-threatening circumstances.  But at 
least for now, this showy, raucous, stunning, burgeoning species 
lies in no danger of disappearing.  In winter, these birds 
congregate at Sands Lake in surprising numbers; even throughout 
the spring and summer, a few are usually hanging out in this 
optimum habitat.  Stop by—your ears will likely be your best tool 
for pinpointing them. 

Earth Continued by Julia Michel 
Spring snow, cold again, lighting a fire in the wood stove.  But the 
sunlight lingers longer and this cold won’t last.  Spring snowstorms 
are sometimes the most magical.  This gentle, steady falling snow 
covering everything in white.  The quiet that softens and muffles 
all sound, the moisture that lets everything drink, that will nurture 
every seed to grow.  Later the sun will wake up these tender lives.  
I’ve also been smelling the earthy musk of foxes.  They will be 
mating and creating a home to begin their families.  The deer too 
are moving about, nibbling the early green shoots and forcing the 
plants to strengthen their roots and start over.  Most of the bucks 
will have lost their antlers and the does will soon be bearing their 
young.  Eating for two or three.  Their bodies changing.  The birds 
are migrating too.  A lot of them… coming and going.  Robins, 
nuthatches, juncos, jays… and I’ve seen that flash of vivid blue that 
is almost electric against the faded colors of winter.  The color that 
makes you catch your breath.  The bluebirds are back!  But now 



they will be moving on or trying to stay warm through this storm.  
I even saw a butterfly flying around uninhibited last week.  How 
do the small creatures stay warm or survive?   As night falls, behind 
the clouds and snow, there is a new moon, giving a gentle pull for 
the next cycle.  Can I feel it?  Maybe. These are the daily miracles 
of this life that offer promise.   The life that matters and goes on. 
 
Can I imagine being naïve as a baby fox?  Can I remember what it 
was like to be young and hopeful or playful?  Before I knew 
otherwise?  There is a great weariness being human and 
wondering how to keep believing in humanity now and still in the 
spring of 2017.  I feel it.  Then moisture happens, and the sun 
comes out and small green leaves appear.  The sun feels so good, 
warming the skin all the way to the bones.  Healing those aches, 
softening what is cold and hard, warming the heart and soul.  
Yesterday’s snow is so bright on the high peaks.  Undisturbed.  The 
snow washed the sky clean.  Right here, right now, the sky is so 
clear and blue.   
 
How can we not love this place called Earth? 
 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
 
Saturday, April 15th, 7:00 pm:  Don Richmond and Bruce Hayes 
concert!  Tickets $15.  "Don Richmond's singing and songwriting 
pack a disarming punch, going down like good bourbon in Rocky 
Mountain spring water. Like his song says, his is a story worth 
telling." Justin Mitchell, The Rocky Mountain News.  Please 
contact Bruce Hayes to reserve your seats. 719-942-5004, 
bruce@brucehayes.com 
 
Saturday, April 22nd, 5:30 pm:  A Taste of Italy!  A mouthwatering 
fundraiser for the Coaldale Community Building.  Pasta, polenta, 
lasagna, eggplant parmigiana, fresh baked bread, green salad, 
desserts and more!!  Adults - $10, kids eat for free!  Contact Deb 
debalsup@gmail.com or Debbie debjoy12@centurylink.net for 
information and to help out with the event!  YUM! 
 
Sunday, April 23rd, 10:30 am-12:30 pm:  Gardening meeting on 
Pests!  All are welcome to this meeting. There will be a short 
presentation followed by discussion on "garden pests".  We will 
also have a short discussion about the market.  Bring a light snack 
to share if you wish. 
 
Sunday, April 30th, 2:00 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any style, key, 
instrument - round robin jam session. Everyone is welcome--
singers, songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. This is a 
place to come together, meet people and start something! 
Contact Bruce at bbppww01@hotmail.com for more 
information. 
 
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.  Please 
arrive 5-10 minutes early.  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.  
 

Water Droplets by Debbie Gaj 
It has been approximately three and a half years since the CB 
Ranch was sold to the town of Security, primarily to obtain its 
water rights.  Local residents were proactive in forming the non-
profit Coaldale Alliance to keep on top of the developments. 
Generous financial contributions raised the money needed to 
retain attorney Peter Nichols, who is well-versed in water court 
law. After Security Water district filed their change of water right 
use last September, the Alliance was ready to file a statement of 
opposition.  
 
Security Water District had until February 28 of this year to file 
their proposed decree and proposed revelation plan, along with 
water accounting and re-vegetation proposals. Objectors would 
then have access to these proposals and have until May 31, 2017 
to file their comments. Big players, including the Upper Arkansas 
Water Conservancy District (UAWCD), are planning to file right 
along with smaller entities such as our Alliance and the Hayden 
Creek irrigators.  UAWCD has generously offered to share their 
engineering report with the irrigators at a great cost savings for 
the small group. A status meeting would then be held with all 
parties in June.  However, the latest update has revealed that 
Security Water District asked for an extension until March 10 to 
file.  As of this article’s going to print, they have not filed any 
proposals and have not requested a further extension. Stay tuned 
for more updates. 
  
With some good press in both the Mountain Mail and Pueblo 
Chieftain, the word has gotten out that the Coaldale community 
will not just let things happen to their valley without a voice in the 
decisions made. 
 
 The Coaldale Alliance continues to post updates on their website 
as the process evolves.  Go to www.coaldale alliance.org for the 
latest information.  As this process unfolds, interested residents 
are always welcome to join the Alliance or make financial 
contributions towards the continuing legal costs. You can contact 
the Alliance at coaldalealliance@gmail.com. 
_____________________________________________________ 

On the web, visit us at 
www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 

 

One of the saddest lessons of history is this: If we've been 
bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of 
the bamboozle. We're no longer interested in finding out the 
truth. The bamboozle has captured us. It's simply too 
painful to acknowledge, even to ourselves, that we've been 
taken. Once you give a charlatan power over you, you 
almost never get it back. -Carl Sagan, astronomer and 
writer (1934-1996) 
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