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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A favorite memory with my father starts with a cold, clear winter’s 
evening.  I’m seven; we’re bundled up against the Midwest cold; he’s 
behind me and I’m leaning back on him to stare up at the twinkling 
stars.  He’s pointing out constellations and I’m feeling small, safe, 
loved, and at one with the cosmos (in a 7-year-old way).  Is it any 
wonder I love the winter night sky?   
 
Winter constellations include some of the brightest and easiest to 
recognize.  Circumpolar constellations—those that circle the North 
Pole—offer a good starting point.  Ursa Major, the Great Bear, is one 
of the best known.  The ancient Greeks held that Hera discovered 
Zeus was having an affair with Callisto and turned her into a bear. 
Zeus then put her in the sky.  (Those Greek gods really had some 
wack powers.)  Facing north, you’ll see the Big Dipper, which makes 
up the bear’s body and tail. These bright stars—four outlining the 
"bowl," three tracing the "handle"—create one of the easiest 
patterns to spot in the night sky.   
 
The Big Dipper serves as a guide to other circumpolar constellations.  
For instance, Ursa Minor, the Little Bear, parallels its big brother 
with its Little Dipper, also with seven stars—four in the bowl, three 
in the handle. (Zeus put Callisto’s son, Arcas, in the sky too, as the 
Little Bear, so he could be close to his mother.  What a thoughtful 
god.)  Together, the dippers appear to be pouring their contents into 
each other.  Polaris, the North Star, lies at the very end of the Little 
Dipper’s handle.  To find Polaris, extend a line between the two 
outer stars of the Big Dipper’s bowl about five times the distance 
between them and you’ve arrived. Polaris doesn’t point exactly 
north, but it’s less than a degree off—about the width of your pinkie 
finger held against the sky—and has been vital for navigation around 
the Northern Hemisphere for thousands of years. 
 
Returning to the Big Dipper, trace a line from the bowl of the Big 
Dipper through Polaris. Continue an equal distance beyond, and 
you'll find Cassiopeia, queen of Ethiopia, sitting on her throne. 
Allegedly a lovely woman, she would often brag that she and her 

daughter were more beautiful than the sea nymphs, the Nereids. 
This claim didn’t sit well with the Nereids (you know how 
competitive sea nymphs can be), so they lodged a complaint with 
Poseidon, mayhem ensued, and Cassiopeia ended up in the sky.  A 
very distinct shape, the constellation of Cassiopeia looks like a "W" 
or "M" in the sky, depending on where she is in relation to the North 
Pole.  
 
Not all of the interesting constellations circle the pole, though.  Most 
others can only be seen during certain seasons.  To see the Northern 
Hemisphere’s winter-only constellations, turn your back to the 
circumpolar stars and face south.  Arguably the most famous 
seasonal constellation, Orion, the Hunter, provides an easy-to-spot 
starting point.  A famed hunter, Orion boasted that no creature 
could kill him. Challenge accepted by the gods—send in the scorpion, 
declared Hera.  Orion smashed the insect with his club, but not 
before it stung him.  Orion's Belt anchors the constellation—three 
bright stars in a straight line. Orion's sword—another row of three 
stars—hangs down from his belt. Actually, the middle “star” looks a 
bit fuzzy and isn't a star at all.  It’s the Orion Nebula, a vast and bright 
cloud of gas and dust. 
 
Orion also leads you to other constellations in his area.  He appears 
to chase Taurus, the Bull, across the sky.  The Greeks thought Zeus 
took a disguise as a magnificent white bull to carry out yet another 
of his myriad extramarital affairs. He tricked Europa, a Phoenician 
princess, into climbing on his back. He then carried her across the 
sea to Crete. To find Taurus, go back to Orion's belt and move up and 
to the right.  You arrive at a V-shaped group of stars called the 
Hyades (who were five daughters of Atlas) in Taurus’s head. Each 
end of this V extends outward to a star that forms a tip of one of the 
Bull's horns. Beyond the Hyades, look for a small cluster of stars in 
Taurus’s shoulder—the Seven Sisters, or Pleiades (seven other 
daughters of Atlas and half-sisters of the Pleiades). The story claims 
that these sisters asked Zeus to place them in the sky to escape 
Orion, who was desperately pursuing them. Little did they know that 
Orion would be placed right next to Taurus in the night sky.  The 
pursuit continues for eternity.   
 
Gemini, the Twins, can be found from Orion as well.  Ancient Greeks 
saw Gemini as Castor and Pollux, two of Zeus’s sons. The Romans 
saw the brothers Romulus and Remus, two heroes who founded 
Rome.  Extend a line to the northeast along Orion to two close-
together bright stars, Castor and Pollux. These two represent the 
heads of the twins, while fainter stars sketch out their bodies.  
 
One last constellation completes Orion’s heavenly entourage.  His 
belt points down—east and a little south—to the brilliant white star 
called Sirius, the Dog Star.  As part of Canis Major, the Great Dog, 
Sirius is the brightest star in the night sky and represents the 
shoulder of Orion’s hunting dog. Sirius always blazes intensely, but 
the star especially captivates when near the horizon.  The phrase 
“the dog days of summer” arises from this star.  In late summer, 
Sirius hangs low on the eastern horizon just as the sun rises.  The star 
shines so brightly that early people thought its brilliance added to 
the already wearingly hot late-summer sun.  In fact, the name Sirius 
derives from Ancient Greek, meaning “scorcher.” 
 
The night sky never dazzles more than on cold, sparkling winter 
nights.  Maybe download a night sky app to your smart phone, check 
it all out, and head into the dark outdoors.  Or go low-tech with a 



“planisphere”—a hand-held tool you adjust to show the stars of the 
night sky on any date and time.  Or find a kid, bundle yourselves up 
against the cold, and just drink in the wonders of the winter night 
sky.  Perhaps you too will make a memory that she’ll remember 
more than a half-century later! 

Old Cabin Revelations by Terry Andrews 
Ever wonder what life must have been like living in one of the old 
cabins that still remain in our valley? You know—the ones that are 
in varying levels of decay.  Those that were built in the mid- to late 
1800s. What were the old timers like? What were their stories? 
 
One of those settlers was Julius Parker. He homesteaded in 1888, 
building a log cabin on the land. It still remains today. That makes 
the cabin 128 years old. There is nothing special about the cabin or 
indeed the homestead itself. And that is what makes it so special. It 
tells one of just countless stories of common folk coming West to 
settle the newest frontier. 
 
Julius was born in North Carolina in 1846. He was the second oldest 
of 9 children. And when he was four his family moved to Indiana. 
This point is important, because at age 16 he volunteered for the 
Union cavalry, not the Confederacy. 
 
His induction papers state he was a student who had learned to read 
and write; that he stood 5’8”, had a light complexion, blue eyes, and 
auburn hair. His regiment left Indiana 1,149 men strong. When the 
regiment returned after the Civil War, he was one of only 386 
survivors. What horror he must have seen. 
 
Julius fought in Tennessee and Alabama under the command of 
Major Lilly. (Major Lilly would go on to found the pharmaceutical 
giant - Eli Lilly.) Julius survived the battle of Gravelly Springs in 
Alabama but was captured and became a prisoner at the notorious 
Cahaba Prison. 
 
At the end of the war, a prisoner exchange occurred. Julius was one 
of the men exchanged. He had outlasted the starvation and disease 
of the prison. The exchanged prisoners were boarded on the 
Sultana, a Mississippi river steamer, bound for home. On the way 
north, just 13 days after the assassination of President Lincoln, as 
the steamer neared Memphis there was an explosion and fire. 
Another 1700 men lost their life, but Julius survived. 
 
Finally Julius returned to Indiana, having lost one eye to the war and 
the sight in the other impaired. Back then there was not the 
recognition of post-traumatic stress syndrome; but surely Julius 
would have had psychological scars too. 
 
Census records show that he began working his way West as a day 
laborer. Finally in 1888 he reached Coaldale. Julius took advantage 
of the Soldiers and Sailors Homestead Act to purchase 80 acres at 
$1.25 an acre. His homestead filing witness list reads like a “Who’s 
Who of Coaldale” with locally prominent citizens Chauncey Hayden, 
Albert Phillips, Louis Muehlbach, and John Baker bearing witness. 
 
Without a spouse or children, he built a log cabin of massive, hand-
hewn Douglas-fir logs, some measuring 10 inches in diameter and 18 
inches high from the base to the top. He dug an irrigating ditch about 
¾-mile long and a well. Eight acres were cleared for farming and 
grazing animals. Some of his double post and poll fencing still 

remains, as well as remnants of corrals and outbuildings. How did 
he do this with only one good eye? 
 
In 1895 he pulled up stakes and headed west yet again. He 
continued to support himself with his military pension of $38 a 
month and work as a day laborer. Finally western land ran out, and 
he admitted himself to the Sawtelle California (now Los Angeles) 
branch of the National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers—the 
precursor of what are now our veterans’ hospitals.  
 
He died in 1929 at age of 82 and is buried as a decorated soldier in 
the Los Angeles National Cemetery. 
 
Julius was representative of the forces that shaped our valley. His is 
a story of westward expansion after the Civil War, motivated in part 
by the allure of cheap land that the Homestead Act offered. His is 
the story of patriotism in saving our nation. It is a story about the 
hard life and the economic realities of making the new land home. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Saturday, December 3rd, 5:30 pm:  Annual Chili Dinner and Auction to 
raise funds for the Coaldale Community building / historic 
schoolhouse!  Dinner is $10 for adults and kids can eat free!  Auction 
begins at 7:00 pm.  Antiques, gift certificates, baked goods, art, and 
lots of great items!   Contact coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.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.  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. 

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

 
Do your little bit of good where you are; it's those 
little bits of good put together that overwhelm the 
world. Desmond Tutu 
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