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On the Wild Side by Tine Mitchell 
Never found far from open water, the stocky Belted Kingfisher 
has a short neck and tail and a large head.  Somewhere 
between the size of a Blue Jay and an American Crow,  and 
easily identified by its shaggy crest and a long, dagger-like bill, 
this kingfisher has a slate blue back and a white chest and belly.  
An adult male shows a single prominent gray-blue breast-band.  
Unlike many other species, though, the adult female is a bit 
more ornate than the male, with 2 bands on her chest—not 
only the gray-blue band but also a rufous band below.  Solitary 
except during breeding season, both males and females 
vehemently defend their territories along shorelines of lakes or 
rivers year-round with strident vocalizations.  These distinct, 
mechanical-sounding rattles often announce the bird’s 
presence long before you see it.  Belted Kingfishers can be 
found in our area year-round anywhere the water is open and 
the fish are swimming. 
 
The Belted Kingfisher belongs to the world-wide Alcedinidae 
family, which splits into “forest” kingfishers and “fishing” 
kingfishers.   (In elementary school, did you learn a song about 
Australia’s Kookaburra?  Kookaburra sits in the old gum tree.  
Merry, merry king of the bush is he…”  That Kookaburra is a 
member of the “forest” kingfishers.)  As one of the “fishing” 
kingfishers, a Belted Kingfisher indeed eats mainly fish less than 
6” long; larger fish can be challenging for the bird to swallow.  
It also consumes crustaceans (crayfish are a big favorite), 
insects, herptiles, nestling birds, small mammals, and even 
berries at times.  It spends considerable time watching for prey 
from a bare branch over water or telephone wires strung along 
a shoreline. It can also hover 10 – 40 feet above the water to 
spot food.  
 
Belted Kingfishers excavate a nest burrow in a steep earth 
bank, usually close to water. Both sexes assist in digging a 3- to 
6-foot-long horizontal burrow,  with the nest compartment 
located at the end.  Breeding season for these birds lasts about 
50 days: 3 weeks for incubation and 4 weeks from hatching to 
fledging. The adults teach their young to fish by dropping dead 
prey into the water for the kids to retrieve.  The parents help 

the young learn to forage on their own for up to 3 weeks after 
fledging but then the family scatters. 
 
The species’ common name ranks as one of the more 
concretely descriptive names around.  “Belted” refers to the 1 
or 2 bands across the adult’s chest; “kingfisher” simply ranks it 
as the best of fishing birds.  In sharp contrast, a variety of 
complicated legends lie behind the Belted Kingfisher’s scientific 
name (Megaceryle alcyon).  Several stories involved mortals 
and half-gods pretending to be gods and irritating Zeus (who, if 
you think back over Greek mythology, seems to be easily riled).  
A simpler—although also magical—tale arises from the Greek 
word kerulos (anglicized to ceryle), which was a mythical bird 
falling in the “halcyon” family of fabled sea birds.  This 
kingfisher was thought by the Greeks to breed and nest on the 
Aegean Sea during the winter calm period that lasted 14 days 
around the winter solstice (December 21 or 22).  Nest 
building—directly on the surface of the water!—lasted 7 days 
followed by a lightning-speed 7 days to lay eggs and rear their 
young.  (No sense dawdling if you’re mythical, I guess.)  This 
period of calm waters surrounding the winter solstice came to 
be known as the “halcyon days,” after this family of fantastical 
sea birds—giving rise to the Belted Kingfisher’s species name of 
alcyon.   The “mega” of Megaceryle simply points out the large 
size of these species.   
 
So as we enter December—a month often filled with hassles, 
frenzy, and stress—remember the calmness of the original 
“halcyon days” and the Belted Kingfisher bearing their name.  
Here’s to a peaceful holiday season! 
To hear this kingfisher’s strident rattle call and learn a bit more 
about this kingfisher, click here.  
____________________________________________________ 

Staying in Touch, Sustainably 
by Debbie Gaj 
 
The most amazing thing happened the other evening.  I 
received a phone call from my son Ben.  It was partially 
amazing because Ben, being a male member of our species, 
does not comprehend the importance that mothers place on 
regular communication with their offspring. But there was 
much more to it than that. 
 
My son, his partner Mae, and their five-year-old daughter 
Althea reside at Dancing Rabbit Ecovillage in Rutledge, MO.  Up 
until this past month, there was no easy and instantaneous way 
to communicate with them. They had a cell phone, but service 
in the very rural vicinity of the village is a hit-or-miss 
proposition. Whenever I have visited, I found myself hiking 
through the roads of the village toward the small parking lot, 
my cell- phone-bearing arm extended skyward, searching for a 
signal.  Rumor has it that if you spin around quickly three times 
and click your heels together while standing on the highest 
bump in the lot, you may momentarily experience two bars.  
But lo and behold, phone lines were laid in November, and now 
they can actually converse with the outside world while in the 
confines of their own home. 
 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-k5


Lack of phone service is not all that separates Dancing Rabbit 
from the rest of us.  Most of us in this rural stretch of Colorado 
probably live a much simpler and less consumer-driven lifestyle 
than most. Yet we are far from experiencing the daily 
deprivations that are part of everyday living in an ecovillage. 
Perhaps “deprivation” is the wrong word, for their lifestyle is a 
choice borne of concern for the environment, not just an 
absence of desired luxuries.  
 
Moving to Dancing Rabbit is not a spur-of-the-moment 
decision.  Prospective residents are required to visit the 
community, preferably during a three-week visitor program or 
as part of a work exchange. If they wish to proceed, they then 
can apply for residency.  The application includes a letter of 
intent stating the reasons they want to reside at Dancing 
Rabbit, what they can contribute, and how they intend to meet 
their financial, social, spiritual, and physical needs in the 
community. Residency lasts for six months; after that period 
they may apply for membership and are able to build a home 
on a rented portion of the approximately 280 acres that 
comprise Dancing Rabbit. 
 
Living in an ecovillage is a challenging mix of shared ideals and 
individual expression. As my son states in one of his village 
newsletter articles "On the surface, an ecovillage may bring to 
mind an image of some well-educated, well-meaning, gentle, 
vegan pagans with a love of hand-holding, drum circles, and an 
almost unbearable level of proximity to one another. Under 
that, when you come to know us, you may be shocked to 
discover that we’re all quite different.” 
 
Residents agree to some basic covenants.  The concepts of 
sustainability, reduction of ecological footprints, and 
cooperative governance are core to successful everyday life in 
the village.  All building materials must be recycled or locally 
sourced.  Residents are not allowed to own personal vehicles. A 
small fleet of collectively owned vehicles (powered by bio-
diesel) can be signed out for errands that are beyond the scope 
of their usual pedal-powered mobility. Any disagreements need 
to be settled through peaceful mediation. 
 
Beyond these agreed-upon village rules, residents have 
amazingly diverse lifestyles.  Houses vary from recycled school 
buses, yurts, and repurposed grain storage bins to exquisitely 
detailed and decorated straw bale homes. While individual 
families generally have their own housing, not all houses 
include kitchens. Shared kitchens, often in separate buildings, 
are pretty much the norm.  People who have similar dietary 
needs form collectives, sharing cooking and clean-up duties on 
a regular basis.  
 
Modern conveniences, when available through green 
technologies such as solar and wind power, are embraced by 
some members of the village. Several residents earn their living 
via the Internet, traveling part of the year on business.  Then 
there are families like my son’s, closer to original 
homesteaders.  Ben and Mae raise goats for milk and then rent 
out the goats for natural weed control.  They also have flocks of 
ducks and chickens for eggs and meat. Like-minded members 
have joined with them to form the “Critter Collective.”  

I cannot even begin to touch on all the positive and negative 
aspects of living in an intentional community.  Whether it is a 
lifestyle that would suit all of us is certainly questionable, but 
there can be no denying the results. Studies conducted by 
outside researchers find that Dancing Rabbit members have 
reduced their ecological impact by 90% compared to the 
average American community. Whenever I visit, I truly enjoy 
the peace and simplicity but find myself yearning for a little 
more privacy (and indoor plumbing) by the time my stay is 
coming to an end.   
 
Dancing Rabbit is by no means unique.  Ecovillages, also known 
as intentional communities, have sprung up across the world in 
response to growing concern over the earth’s ability to sustain 
our population. In many ways, they are looking to our future by 
returning to the simpler ways of the past. Personally, I am just 
glad my son can continue to live a lifestyle he believes in while 
having the capability to call his mother once in awhile! 
____________________________________________________ 
 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Our historic Douglas Fir wood floor is being restored and taking 
much longer than we planned to be finished!  Please understand 
our dilemma and send good work energy our way with hope that 
the job can be completed soon and we can use the building again.   
 
In Cotopaxi at the School  
 
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.  $9.00 per class or 8 
classes for $65.00.  Contact Kyanne at 942-3752. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
  
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
_____________________________________________________ 

Giving Thanks for the great community turn-out for the 
Coaldale annual Chili Dinner / Auction Fundraiser 
and to the following Angels: 
Su Casa, Honey Boutique, ArtPost, Stan Francis, Nancy Oswald, 
Wild Horses Salon, Twisted Cork, Sandy Ewald, Book Haven, Jill 
Gully, Dolphia Carney, Western Native Seed, Di Collingwood, 
Janet Engel, Kyanne Danowsky, Jeff Elkins, Roxann Moore, 
Neighborhood Natural Goods, Monarch Mountain, Al Rule and 
Jane Browning, Deb Alsup, Linda Bat and Rus Hinman, Mark 
Minor, Zone 4 Magazine, Arkansas River Tours, Debbie Gaj, 
Howard Coffee Shop, and Lornie and Fred Lowry! 
____________________________________________________ 

 
On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 

http://www.pvhcpaxi.org/
http://www.onthewildside812.wordpress.com/

