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We are lucky to have 2 species of the spritely chickadee 
here:  Black-capped Chickadee and Mountain Chickadee. 
Both a bit more than 5” long, Black-cappeds sport black 
bibs and solid black caps (naturally!) that stretch to below 
their eyes (making it hard to actually see their dark eyes) 
and down their necks; their cheeks display sideways 
triangles of white; and gray backs, wings, and tails complete 
the picture.  Mountain Chickadees look similar, but they 
can be distinguished from all other North American 
chickadee species (there are 7 in all!) by the white stripe 
over their eyes, called a supercilium.  In both species, males 
and females look alike (at least to us humans).  Where 
these 2 species are overlap, they prefer different habitats: 
Black-cappeds tend toward deciduous and mixed wooded 
areas while Mountains stick to coniferous forests—pines 
and junipers—and this is just the mix you can find in our 
area. 
 

The scientific name for the Black-capped Chickadee is 
Poecile atricapilla, from Greek poikilos for dappled (the 
black, white, and gray on the body), ater (black), and 
capillus (head).  The Mountain Chickadee goes by Poecile 
gambeli; that species name comes from William Gambel, 
an ornithologist and adventurer who spent time in the 
West.  Although both species produce a wide variety of 
calls, the common name “chickadee” comes from the most 
frequently heard call, which sounds surprisingly like 
“chick-ah-dee-dee-dee.”  Both species give this call, 
although the Black-capped’s call rings rapid and relatively 
clear while the Mountain’s sounds generally a bit slower 
and raspier, with fewer “dees” tacked on at the end—more 
like “chick-ah-dee-ah-dee.”  Researchers report that you 
can determine the threat level perceived by a Black-capped 
by counting the “dees”—more “dees,” more concern. 
  

Chickadees eat insects, berries, suet, and seeds.  Researchers 
in Colorado showed that the presence of chickadees and 
their bug-eating prowess improves the growth in pine 

forests by removing harmful insects.  Using netting to 
exclude chickadees (and other small insect-eating species) 
from portions of a ponderosa pine forest, they found that 
limb growth in the chickadee-less areas exhibited almost 
20% less foliage and one third less wood growth at the end 
of the study.  Way to go, chickadees! 
 

Both species of chickadee frequent seed feeders too, with a 
real penchant for sunflower seeds.  A chickadee often picks 
up and sets aside several seeds before choosing the heaviest 
one.  It then flies a short distance to cover, hammers it 
open, and chows down.  Then back to the feeder; back to 
cover; back to the feeder; back to cover—always only one 
seed at a time. 
 

Black-cappeds occur widely throughout the northern U.S. 
and southern Canada, while Mountains are strictly 
westerners.  Across our state as a whole, Mountain 
Chickadees outnumber Black-capped Chickadees by a ratio 
of about 6:1.  In fact, Colorado claims some bragging 
rights about Mountain Chickadees.  We can boast the 4th 
largest population of breeding Mountain Chickadees in the 
U.S.—bested only by California, Oregon, and Arizona. 
 

A Crow Indian legend holds that the chickadee is willing 
to work for wisdom, is a good listener, has sharp hearing, 
minds its own business, and learns from the successes and 
failures of others.  Characteristics we could all strive for, 
wrapped in a pint-sized ball of dappled feathers! 
 

To learn more about chickadees—e.g., their songs and 
details on the research noted here—go to 
http://wp.me/P16Ptu-1m (a link to my blog—be sure to 
type in capital letters when they occur!). 
 
  

  

 
Telling Stories by Julia Michel 
 

Who would have known that the abandoned houses that 
once stood on a corner of her family’s ranch in Cotopaxi 
would become the inspiration for a book she was to write 
someday?  As a young girl, Nancy Oswald remembered 
seeing the vacant remains of those houses and wondering 
who once lived there.  She learned of a colony of Jewish 
immigrants who had fled from Russia in 1882, finding 
their way to New York as so many immigrants did.  But 
they then invested everything they had to come all the way 
to Cotopaxi, Colorado with the promise of land ownership 
and freedom from persecution.  When they arrived, they 
found houses were 8-by-20-foot wood-framed dwellings 
without windows or doors, the land filled with rocks and 



the winters long and brutal.  Their story of survival grew in 
Nancy’s imagination as she wondered how life would have 
been for these people and their families.  Many years later 
in 2004, another young girl named Emma came to life to 
tell her story of the Jewish Colony as the main character in 
Nancy Oswald’s book, Nothing Here but Stones. 
 
A few years later on the creative path, Nancy’s plan was to 
write about the ancient Native Americans who lived here 
thousands of years ago.  While researching historical facts 
and events, she encountered an object at the Colorado 
Historical Museum she described as a beautiful, beaded 
sash or rope that was several feet in length with a spike at 
the end.  It was then that she learned of the Dog Soldiers 
of the Cheyenne.  This sash, known as a dog rope, was 
used by the soldiers in battle to spike themselves down to 
the earth and fight to the death.  Her research led her to 
the Sand Creek Massacre of 1864, a tragic event in the 
history of the United States. The Colorado Territory 
militia attacked a peaceful settlement of Cheyenne and 
Arapaho, killing and maiming over 150 Indians, mostly 
women and children.  Through this process of research and 
discovery, the characters of Hides Inside and Standing Tall 
came to life in Nancy’s imagination.  In 2008 Hard Face 
Moon was published, telling the coming-of-age story of 
bravery and heroism for a 13-year-old mute Cheyenne boy 
during the Indian wars. 
 
Both Nothing Here but Stones and Hard Face Moon went 
on to receive literary awards and positive reviews, allowing 
Nancy to continue doing what she loves--writing more 
books!  Nancy’s most recent book, Rescue at Poverty 
Gulch (due to come out soon), takes place in Cripple 
Creek, Colorado, in 1896--another area and time with so 
many stories to imagine and tell.  The main characters are a 
young, rough-and-tumble, 11-year-old girl named Ruby 
and a donkey named Maude.  As a departure from the 
intensity of Hard Face Moon, Nancy tells a more light-
hearted, wild-west adventure story in Rescue at Poverty 
Gulch. 
 
What is on the horizon for Nancy in terms of upcoming 
projects?  Perhaps a sequel for Ruby and Maude, wrapped 
in more of the history of the Colorado west?  We look 
forward to reading about Ruby and Maude and Emma and 
Hides Inside and Standing Tall and all of the characters 
and stories to come!  Visit Nancy’s website at 
http://www.nancyoswald.com. 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
Community  Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Mondays:  8:45-10:15 am Yoga (all levels) or 10:30-11:45 
am (beginner/gentle) with Janet Engel, $8/class drop in. 
942-3980 for info.  Namaste. 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00 am Quilting and Fiber Arts, free and all 
are welcome.  Bring a sack lunch and whatever you are 
working on.  Share a stitch with company. 
 
Saturdays:  6:00-8:00 pm Hoof Beats Cowboy Church; 
free dinner followed by an informal service led by Jay 
DeMay.  All faiths are welcome.  Come for the dinner or 
the service or both.  221-3803 for more info. 
 
December 11:  12:00-4:00 pm Coaldale Community 
Christmas!  All are welcome to come enjoy music, treats, 
hot cider, good company and holiday cheer, for Free! 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Cotopaxi Store 
 
Thursdays:  6:00-8:00 pm Music jam, free and all are 
welcome.  Come play or listen! 
 
At the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
 
Open Fridays 
 
At the Cotopaxi School Auditorium 
 
December 8: 5:00-6:30 pm Valley Wellness presentation 
Outsmarting the Grinch—Taking the stress out of 
Christmas featuring Tamara Herl, LPC.  Free, bring a 
friend and enjoy the program, refreshments provided.  
  
In Howard 
At the Howard Volunteer Fire Department 
 
December 4: HVFD Annual Christmas Party! All are 
welcome to come & enjoy food & refreshments with your 
friends and neighbors.  (Free!)  Santa will be there too! 
 

And have a Happy New Year! 


