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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Wildfire and wildlife—what’s the first image that comes to your 
mind?  I’m 7 years old, sitting in a darkened movie theater, 
watching the fire scene in the Disney animated classic Bambi.  
Birds, squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, our protagonist deer all flee 
through scorching embers, swirling smoke, and crashing, flaming 
branches.  That scene seemed to last for hours, although it likely 
wrapped up in about 3 minutes.  But more than 55 years later, I 
remember how scared that little girl felt as clearly as if I had just 
left the theater. 
  
But if you watch that scene again (or remember it better than I 
did), you’ll see that it ends well.  Many animals make their way to 
a place of safety.  And, in fact, such an ending is likely for much of 
the non-cartoon wildlife that find themselves in wildfires, too.  As 
noted by a Colorado Parks and Wildlife (formerly Division of 
Wildlife) officer, animals that can run, run.  Those that can fly, fly.  
Those that can burrow, burrow.  Some observers have reported 
that large mammals can even appear amazingly calm in 
surprisingly close proximity to flames.  For example, during the 
massive fires in Yellowstone National Park in 1988, bison, elk, and 
deer were seen resting and grazing within 100 yards of torching 
trees.  Many mammals such as mice and voles use underground 
tunnels and spaces under rocks to escape the worst of the fire.  
Those that construct surface-level nests, such as woodrats, are 
more vulnerable because their nests are made of dry, flammable 
grasses and twigs.  Chipmunks, which rely on live trees more than 
many other rodents do, generally leave a burned area and don't 
return until new-growth trees reach sufficient size to provide 
appropriate food and shelter.  Mortality among adult birds 
typically is low although, if a fire strikes during nesting season, the 
young—especially of those birds that nest on the ground or low 
shrubs—are likely to die.  Birds that nest high in the trees may lose 
clutches during crowning fires.  However such fires in the past 
have been more common in late summer, after breeding season 
has ended.  But many species of birds nest again if something 

happens to a clutch, whether through natural disaster or 
depredation.  And some species—especially Hairy and American 
Three-toed Woodpeckers—actually seek out burn areas because 
of the abundance of insects found in the dead trees.   
 
Of course, wildfires do kill some animals.  Even large mammals can 
have difficulty escaping wide, fast-moving flames or fires that leap 
voraciously across the tops of trees.  The majority of the large 
mammals that died in the Yellowstone fires succumbed to smoke 
inhalation due to thick ground smoke.  (If you recently found 
yourself—as we did—in an area enveloped by smoke from the 
West Fork Complex fire more than 100 miles away from western 
Frémont County, you experienced a tiny taste of the power of 
smoke.)  But populations of most species as a whole are, at worst, 
only temporarily affected by wildfires.  Such impacts arise not so 
much from widespread deaths but through changes in food and 
nesting and shelter options.  Research has shown that numbers 
and diversity of both large and small mammals, as well as birds, 
often dropped for the first year or so following a major fire.  Even 
in very extensive fires, though, pockets of habitat remain 
untouched throughout the charred landscape.  And areas that do 
burn often recover quickly, producing stronger, nutrient-rich 
forage of grasses and forbs soon after a fire and grazing animals 
move back in quickly.  By about seven years post-fire, levels of 
wildlife density and diversity tend to be indistinguishable from 
those in similar habitats that experienced no fire. 
 
Fish, though, can suffer long-lasting impacts from wildfires.  Air 
drops of fire-retardant slurry generally avoid waterways.   But 
sometimes slurry inadvertently finds its way into streams and 
creeks.  Debris and ash can end up in creeks and rivers, clogging 
the gills of the fish and generally polluting the waters.  As we’ve 
been seeing recently in the Waldo Canyon burn area, rains can 
send debris, ash, soot, and mud cascading into streams and rivers 
months—even years—afterward, in the absence of the anchoring 
cover of grasses and shrubs.  Parks and Wildlife officers work to 
mitigate any harms and fish can be restocked from Colorado’s fish 
hatcheries.  But the impacts of fire on the riparian habitats of fish 
can endure. 
 
Wildlife have lived with wildfire for centuries.  Survivors will adapt 
in many ways.  Some will move away permanently to areas that 
provide appropriate food and shelter.  Others will return 
surprisingly quickly.  Still others will return slowly over time.  And 
returning wildlife, especially the larger predators, may be working 
out issues around new territories and displaced prey—so 
everyone needs to be even more cautious than usual in case of 
encounters between a possibly disoriented wild animal and a 
distracted human.  But even as the humans still reel from the 
shock, devastation, and heartbreak, most wildlife have already 
started to adapt to their new surroundings.  

A Smoke-filled Love Story by Debbie Gaj  
The Pleasant Valley area has a rich and eventful history.  Recently 
the Hayden Pass Fire has added a new drama-filled episode to our 
ongoing saga. But the tale is not one of disaster. In a surprising 
plot twist to our collective stories of fear and uncertainty as we 
evacuated and waited, and despite the potential for tragedy and 
destruction, the story of the Hayden Pass Fire will ultimately be 
remembered as a beautiful love story. 
 



Like most highly emotional events, a memory of when we first 
noticed the fire, how we reacted, and what evacuation was like 
will be etched in our brains forever, a large chapter in the story of 
our lives. I have been placing photos, notices, posters, the “golden 
ticket” (our resident access pass to get back into our homes), and 
other memorabilia in a box, to be converted into a special album 
at a later date. I already have visions of telling the grandchildren 
about “the great fire of 2016.”  
 
Highlighting all of these memories will be the love, caring, 
compassion, and generosity of the local community and the 
outpouring of support from a much wider circle.  Whether it was 
an agency, business, or individual, friend or stranger, people 
hastened to offer what they could.  Lodging, food, information, a 
hug, and a prayer—all were given with sincere hearts.  
 
Admittedly, I was only marginally aware of all this support during 
the first few days of evacuation. My world consisted of settling 
into temporary quarters, providing for my dogs and cats, and 
stressing over details I was powerless to change, leaving little time 
for me to contemplate the bigger picture. My normal routine was 
tossed out the window, the stress left me edgy and sleep-
deprived, and I had no clue what my next move would be.  
 
But then I discovered the comfort of the Howard Volunteer Fire 
Department.  While providing breakfast, lunch, dinner and snacks 
daily to the evacuees, the numerous volunteers from throughout 
our valley who donated their time and effort actually offered 
much more. Here was a safe place we could congregate, meet up 
with other displaced neighbors, get new information, and gather 
anything from toothpaste to dog food that we failed to grab in our 
haste.  
 
Keeping us in the loop were the daily (sometimes twice daily) 
briefings presented by Fremont County Sheriff’s Department, the 
Rocky Mountain Blue Team of firefighters, and various other 
agencies. Knowing that so many dedicated people were fighting to 
save our homes brought a sense of control to the whole crazy 
experience. Everything was being done that could be, leaving the 
evacuees a bit freer to relax a little and just breathe.   
 
Travelling to Salida opened my eyes to the actual enormity of the 
effort being put into fighting this fire.  Tents and trailers filled the 
Forestry Service grounds just outside of town. We were the 
number one priority in the country at that point, and just the 
thought of all these agencies pouring their resources into our tiny 
community was a bit overwhelming.  
 
I find myself feeling a bit foolish when I describe the fire and 
subsequent evacuation as a “good” experience.  I lost hours of 
sleep and several pounds while gaining quite a few gray hairs and 
extra wrinkles in the ten days of evacuation. Obviously it is not an 
occurrence I hope to repeat in my lifetime. But the response from 
the community, the outpouring of support from friends and 
strangers alike, and the strength and dedication of our own 
volunteer fire departments have made me wonder.  Would all of 
this generosity have been possible in another community?  Since 
moving to Coaldale, I have always felt this was a special little slice 
of heaven, nestled between the towering mountains and the 
shimmering river.  While the mountains may be a bit charred and 
smoky now, they are, and always will be, a beautiful reminder of 

this loving and generous community. It is a place I truly love, and I 
am honored and humbled to forever call it home.  

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
Friday, August 5th at 7pm:  Kelley Mickwee in concert with Bruce 
Warren opening.  A benefit for the Coaldale Schoolhouse!  Light 
refreshments. 
Visit www.kelleymickwee.com/ 
Tickets $15.  RSVP coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com. 
 
Tuesday, August 23rd at 5: 30 – 7:30 pm:  An evening of Yoga and 
Singing Bowls with Qi Gong!  Experience the healing properties of 
restorative yoga combined with singing bowls and Qi gong.  $20 
fee.  Contact Brook at sweetpotatosunshine@gmail.com for more 
information and to reserve your spot. 
 
Saturday, August 27th at 7pm:  Rebecca Folsom, singer, songwriter 
in concert with Scott Adams opening. A benefit for the Coaldale 
Schoolhouse!  Light refreshments.   
Visit www.rebeccafolsom.com/ 
Tickets $15.  RSVP coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com.   
 
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. 
 
Wednesdays:  5:30 – 6:30 pm.  The Gardeners’ Market is 
happening!  Come join the intrepid gardeners who work long and 
hard to bring you tender, young plants, early greens, and 
wonderful baked goods and surprises!  Always a community 
event!   
 
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. 

How you imagine the world determines how you live in it. 

David Suzuki 

_____________________________________________________ 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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