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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Winter is a good time to figure out if you’re sharing your space with a 
fox—especially if fresh snow allows you to spot footprints.  Two 
species of fox call central Colorado home.  Red foxes tend to inhabit 
the moister riparian areas of creeks and the Arkansas River while gray 
foxes prefer the drier, brushy areas in canyons and foothills.  You can 
read the article about red foxes in the April, 2012 issue of In the 
Valley here (scroll down a ways, since they’re in reverse chronological 
order).  A third species found in Colorado—swift fox—resembles a 
gray fox; but as short- and mid-grass-prairie inhabitants, they keep to 
the Eastern Plains in our state.  Since we’ve already covered the red 
fox, let’s focus on the gray fox this time. 
 
Although they fall in different genera (the plural of genus), gray and 
red foxes have many similarities—and some key differences too.  
Typically a bit smaller and more skittish than its red cousin, the gray 
fox is grayish brown above with a thin, dark streak down its spine; its 
muzzle shows black as does the midline and tip of the tail.  It can be 
readily differentiated from the red fox by a lack of the red fox’s "black 
stockings" and the stripe of black that runs boldly down the middle of 
the tail. Also, while a red fox always shows a distinctive white tail tip, 
the gray fox displays a black tip.  All foxes in the same genus as red 
foxes (including kit and swift foxes) have slit-like pupils, as cat do; but 
the gray fox has oval pupils.  (Not a characteristic you’re likely to be 
able to see, but I find it fascinating!) 
 
Because it prefers heavier cover and is more nocturnal than a red fox, 
humans generally see a gray fox less often.  When disturbed, a gray 
fox will more likely slink away into cover rather than dash for the 
nearest hill, as a red fox will.  Its strong, hooked claws allow it to 
scramble up trees to escape many predators—say, an unleashed dog 
or a coyote—or to reach food sources high in trees, such as nestling 
birds. (Among the canid family, the gray fox's facility in climbing trees 
is shared only with the Asian raccoon dog.)  It can climb branchless, 
vertical trunks to heights of ~25 feet, although it will use branches if 
they’re available. It descends primarily by jumping from branch to 

branch or by backing slowly down the trunk as a domestic cat does.  If 
you’re following some small, dog-like footprints in the snow that 
suddenly end near a tree—it’s not magic.  A gray fox likely headed up 
that trunk! 
 
Gray foxes frequently feast on cottontails, when available.  (On our 
property, we indeed found that as the gray foxes made their presence 
known to us, our observations of cottontails plummeted.)  However, 
they also readily provide a valuable community service by catching 
small rodents of all kinds—e.g., mice, rats, voles, gophers.  Grays also 
eat a surprising amount of whatever fruits are readily available.  And 
some of our best views of the local gray foxes occur when they 
appeared cautiously at dusk to clean up spilled bird seed under our 
feeders.  In general, grays eat considerably more vegetable matter 
than reds do. 
 
A monogamous species, the gray fox’s breeding season typically 
begins in March or April.  They make a den for breeding in a rocky 
crevice, a cave, a tree—or even, we discovered, and enlarged rock 
squirrel burrow.  After a gestation period of approximately 53 days, 
the female gives birth to a litter of 1 to 7 kits. Kits begin to hunt with 
their parents at the age of 3 months; by four months of age, they can 
easily forage independently. The family group remains together until 
the autumn, after which time the young disperse to establish their 
own territories. 
 
As noted above, the gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus) resides in a 
different genus than the red fox (Vulpes vulpes) does. Both its 
scientific and common names reflect its description.  The genus 
name, from Greek, simply means “tailed dog:” uro-, meaning “tail,” 
and  cyon, referring to an Asiatic wild dog.  The species name derives 
from Latin and translates to “ashen silver” (cinereo, “ashen,” and 
argenteus, “silver”).  And “gray fox” distinguishes it from the red fox. 
Stories about crafty foxes of all ilks have captivated humans for 
millennia.  As far back as Aesop’s Fables, circa 600 B.C., a fox has co-
starred with a crow, some grapes, a mask, a lion, a stork, a weasel, 
and a woodsman, among others.  It also has been featured in the 
Reynard tales of medieval Europe and as the sneaky trickster in some 
American Indian stories.  
  
Loved by farmers plagued with an overabundance of mice, despised 
by owners of free-ranging fowl, respected by wildlife watchers, 
resented by bird hunters—foxes have faced many challenges.  But the 
collapse of the fur industry, the abolishing of most bounty programs, 
and better ways to keep foxes out of both the proverbial and the 
literal hen house have improved matters for foxes. So if you live in the 
vicinity of a fox, enjoy the your free, all-natural rodent control service 
silently patrolling the premises.  
  
You can learn more about and see photos and video of “our” Coaldale 
gray fox here.   

The Peace of the Season – Not for All  
by Debbie Gaj 
’Tis the season for Christmas preparations.  We festoon halls with 
boughs of holly, jingle some sleigh bells, hum along to Christmas 
carols, and generally fall into the spirit of peace on earth and good 
will toward all.  But consider, if you will, the plight of the poor 
postal workers. Just as we gear up to enjoy this festive season, 
they gear up for six-day work weeks and twelve-hour work days.  
Take a day off to go to their child’s Christmas play? Good luck with 
that one!  Find the energy to attend a holiday party?  Bah, 
humbug! 
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I was in the trenches for twenty-eight Christmases as a postal 
clerk. Working up at the window is actually enjoyable in early 
December.  Customers have fun selecting their holiday stamps as 
they cheerfully present plates of cookies or boxes of candy to the 
workers. But the Norman Rockwell quality of this scene rapidly 
diminishes as the mailing deadline draws nearer.  Long lines of the 
cranky and over-heated wend their way through the lobby.  The 
window clerks are the bearers of sad tidings: The package is too 
large or too heavy, will not get there in time, or is addressed 
incorrectly.  Breaks are delayed as the relief workers are busy 
trying to file incoming packages on shelves meant to hold a 
fraction of their current volume.  The clerks stand with crossed 
legs and empty stomachs, trying to keep those professional smiles 
plastered on their weary faces.  
 
Behind the scenes is not any calmer.  Bright red and green 
envelopes are scrawled with challenging addresses—such as Uncle 
Ed and Aunt May Addison IL—or a bit more helpfully—The Smiths 
Behind the Grocery Store, Addison, IL.  (Mind you, Addison is a 
town of approximately 30,000 inhabitants, with more than 30 mail 
routes.)  The clerk sorters begin to play a game that goes like this: 
pick a route, any route, perchance the carrier knows Uncle Ed 
personally? Or hopefully only one Smith lives behind either of the 
two grocery stores in town?  A stack of envelopes comes in, neatly 
written out and banded, obviously from the same sender.  The 
lack of a return address becomes an issue only because there is 
also a lack of postage.  The now frazzled would-be greeter 
apparently forgot to apply those stamps so cheerfully purchased 
weeks ago. For months afterwards, postal clerks will be 
bombarded with tales of woe—Christmas cards gone astray and 
never seen again. What has become of customer service? 
 
Moving on to the parcel area. If an office is designated as a 
sectional center (up until recently, Salida fit that description), then 
part of the clerks’ job is to sort outgoing mail that arrived from all 
the neighboring post offices.  Parcels are separated by three-digit 
zip codes and put into sacks; the sacks are pulled when full, put 
into large metal rolling containers placarded with their 
destinations, and loaded onto semi-trailers. The placards contain 
all sorts of useful information, primarily the outgoing airline and 
the destination airport.  It is a smooth operation that normally 
takes two clerks about four hours. At Christmas the increased 
package volume can occupy ALL the clerks on the shift from 
approximately 6:00 pm to the dawning of the next day.  
 
The district headquarters, in a Scrooge-worthy performance, 
enjoys boosting the challenge level every few days by spewing 
out, via e-mail, a revised listing of all the placard changes to be 
made to “improve the operation.”   So, to be clear as to what sort 
of insanity they create, here is a sample of instructions that might 
arrive: “Effective immediately, any priority packages with zip code 
563 that used to go with 560-567 now go with 620-623, but only 
Monday thru Wednesday, then it will switch to the newly created 
560-563 Thursday and Friday only. Does not apply to 563 Parcel 
Post, which now goes to …” Multiply this by approximately a 
dozen changes occurring every few days. To make it even more 
entertaining, the e-mail inevitably shows up several hours into the 
night’s sortation (with the old placards in place).  It’s enough to 
make Tiny Tim vow revenge! 
 

Needless to say, not many Christmas carols are sung on the post 
office workroom floor. (True confession time—clerks have been 
known to change the lyrics of holiday songs to reflect their true 
“joy” in the season.  I do not believe it would be appropriate to 
reprint those here.) 
 
And so, gentle readers, I make this plea to you. Mail early, address 
correctly, provide plenty of cookies, be understanding, and thank 
your local postal workers for all their efforts. As for me, I am 
happily retired from all things postal.  So I intend to festoon my 
halls, deck my walls, attend all the festive functions I can, and 
make up for those twenty-eight lost Christmases. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building  
 
Saturday, December 5th:  5:30 pm Chili Dinner and Auction 
fundraiser!  All kinds of delicious chili and sides followed by an 
auction fundraiser.  $10 Adults, kids eat free.  Come join the fun 
and contribute to a good local cause! 
 
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.  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. 

Finding my Way by Julia Michel 
I went walking in the woods with a friend today.  The newly fallen 
snow made everything quiet and magical.  There was no wind and 
almost no sound.  Tracks of unseen animals from last night circled 
and backtracked across the ground.  Small birds were moving 
quickly, looking for seeds.  The sun broke through the clouds 
making the landscape sparkle for brief moments before it 
disappeared back into the cold and gray.  Everything seemed new 
to me.  Even the ancient trees.  I couldn’t hear their long, old 
stories.  I could only feel the crisp air on my exposed cheeks and 
nose.  How fragile and unprepared I am without clothing and 
shelter.  How do the small creatures endure?  I have forgotten.  
Something deep inside my body wants to remember and feels so 
close to this earth, rooted beneath my feet, and to the sky lifting 
me far beyond the stars.  My thoughts and feelings drift.  Where 
do I belong?  Here and here and here.  One step at a time.  This 
wild place I call home. 
_____________________________________________________ 
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