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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Walk out early on a winter’s morning anywhere near juniper 

trees and you’re likely to hear a single, repeated, resonant 

“peep” slice through the cold morning air.  This winter 

whistler?  A Townsend’s Solitaire.  Slim and long-tailed, these 

solitaires frequent pinyon/juniper habitats in our area from 

September through March.   At first glance, you see an 

unassuming gray bird—not very noteworthy.  But a close look 

reveals a subtle beauty, with the gray set off by a striking 

white eye-ring, soft buff-colored patches on the wings, and 

white on the outer tail feathers.    Members of the thrush 

family (which includes American Robin, the 3 species of 

bluebirds, and the spotted thrushes such as the Hermit 

Thrush), Townsend’s Solitaires nest in mountainous regions of 

western North America from Alaska to New Mexico.  They 

typically don’t migrate far, merely dropping a bit in altitude 

between summer and winter grounds. 

Although they eat predominantly insects during the summer, 

their diet becomes extremely specialized in winter, when they 

feed almost exclusively on juniper berries.  (Factoid—juniper 

“berries” are really small, fleshy cones.)  Research has shown 

that solitaires possessing large, berry-rich territories survive 

the winter at higher rates than do those on small territories 

with fewer berries.  Because of the importance of this food 

source, solitaires display a characteristic unlike most other 

avian species:  They vigorously defend winter territories 

through vocalizations (e.g., that loud, piercing whistle) and 

vigilant scanning for and chasing of intruders—often while 

perching on high, exposed branches.  Also unlike most other 

bird species, they sing their beautiful complex song of clear 

musical warblings throughout the winter.  Deep in the bleak 

mid-winter, your spirits may lift just a bit when this gorgeous 

sound rings through the chilly air. 

Its scientific name—Myadestes townsendi—derives from the 

Greek words for fly (muia) and eater (edestes).  (Clearly, the 

species was named based on its summer diet rather than its 

winter diet.)  Both the species name and the common name 

pay tribute to John Kirk Townsend, an ornithologist from 

Philadelphia who traveled and collected birds in the western 

U.S.  “Solitaire” reflects the fact that, except during breeding 

season, they are generally found alone.  The Townsend’s 

Solitaire is the only member of the Myadestes genus that lives 

in the continental U.S.  However, Hawai’i hosts 5 species on its 

various islands:  Oma’o, Kama’o, Oloma’o, ‘Amaui, and 

Puaiohi.  (Sometimes I think the Hawaiian language must have 

gotten a great deal on vowel sounds when it was forming.) 

The Townsend’s Solitaire’s complex, lilting, song.  An often 

hard-to-locate call note.  Its ethereal gray presence.   All work 

together to give the solitaire, as the late Rich Levad wrote in 

the Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas, a blend of mystery and 

melancholy beloved by romantic poets.  Had John Keats lived 

in Colorado, we could easily have had an “Ode to a Solitaire.” 

You can learn more about this understated beauty and hear 

clips of its voice here:  http://wp.me/P16Ptu-2d.   If you’re 

typing this URL into your browser, be sure to type it just as it 

is.  Capital letters make all the difference! 

____________________________________________ 

50 Miles of elbow room by Julia Michel 
Coming to Cotopaxi was to become a lifelong choice for Janet 

and Ken Klco.  After college, they moved west to be closer to 

nature.  They arrived here on a sunny day in 1974 and in the 

beginning lived in a tipi, a small cabin, and an even smaller 

cabin (250 square feet)--without running water or electricity. 

But they shared a dream to build their own solar home 

someday, raise a family, and still make a living.  Not a small 

endeavor!  Many times they wondered why and “what are we 

doing on a pile of rocks?” 

While they were researching different building methods, they 

were strongly influenced and inspired by the Mother Earth 

News and the Good Life writings of Scott and Helen Nearing. 

They wanted to build a solar adobe home but discovered that 

Cotopaxi is too far north for the right kind of soil and climate. 

Then they stumbled upon Michael Reynolds, who was 

developing a new technique of filling dirt into tires to build 

homes.  So Ken and Janet traveled to the Taos mesa and 

learned more on-site about the process.  In 1979 they were 

well on their way to creating the solar home they had 



dreamed about.  Besides packing tons of dirt into tires that 

provide the basic elements to contain the earth walls and 

insulate their home so well, they did all their own logging for 

the large support beams in their home and used local 

materials and a lot of rocks.  The sun is their heater.  When 

inside Janet and Ken’s home, one is struck by not only the cozy 

experience of being nestled into the mountain but also the 

solid feel and the solar warmth of the dwelling and especially 

the quality of sunlight as it streams in through the large 

windows and travels across the rooms during the day.  One 

becomes very conscious of the movement of the sun and the 

rotation of the Earth while inside their home. 

Around the outside of the dwelling are a series of stone 

footpaths meandering through a sculpture garden of rock 

cairns, trees, and a large fenced-in summer vegetable garden. 

From the north side of the home, the path leads up to the roof 

(the sky lounge, as Janet calls it) where one can see a spacious 

panorama of the sky, overlooking a vast meadow and the 

mountain peaks in the distance.  Janet says they spend a lot of 

time watching the sky--the clouds, sunrises and sunsets, 

solstices, eclipses, the Milky Way, meteor showers, and other 

cosmic events--from their roof. 

Janet loves being snowed in during the winter, observing the 

dark sky at night without light pollution, the expansiveness and 

the quiet of living so close to nature.  And she gets frustrated 

when the sunflowers are mowed down in full bloom by the 

side of the road in the late summer. 

Since 1974, Janet and Ken have realized their dreams of 

moving west and building their solar home, raising a family 

and still managing to make a living in the process.  Their 2 

children are grown and gone now but continue to love where 

they were raised and have a profound appreciation for nature 

and being outdoors.  Currently, one of Ken and Janet’s 

interests is gardening in marginal land with very little water. 

Like life, their home and gardens continue to grow and reflect 

their ongoing creative process and what is important to them. 

Janet is a licensed massage therapist practicing in Salida for 22 
years.  She specializes in working with pain and trauma in 
addition to health building for individuals wanting to increase 
functional intelligence and performance.  For more 
information on the therapy she provides go to 

www.ConnectToYourHealth.com 

And from the words of an old-time gospel song by Reverend 

Ford Washington McGhee, Janet likes having “50 miles of 

elbow room.”  The Reverend was referring to heaven but it 

could also be Cotopaxi.  (If you’d like to listen to an old version 

of the song, go to 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VJOZ5k84Rqs.) 

_____________________________________________ 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 

Mondays:  8:45-10:15 am Yoga (all levels) with Janet 

Engel, $9/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. 

February 16:  12noon – 1:45 pm CWC luncheon with 

speaker and music.  All are welcome, $8.00, call Dailesa 

to RSVP at 942-3147.  

In Cotopaxi at the Cotopaxi Store 

Thursdays:  6:00-8:00 pm Music jam, free and all are 

welcome.  Come play or listen in! 

At the Pleasant Valley Health Center 

Open Fridays or for more info see www.pvhcpaxi.org 

At the Cotopaxi School Auditorium 

February 9:  5:30 pm Personal Health Planning with Lura 

McKinley, free and refreshments provided. 

In Howard at Howard Hall 

February 22:  12–2pm PV Club Potluck and Guest. Bring 

a potluck dish to share, men pay $5 donation.  Guest: 

Justin Allison, local Howard Guitarist, playing "Gershwin 

to Brazilian Jazz" 

In Howard at Mountain Valley Church 

Mondays and Thursdays:  10:00-11:00 am Strong Bones, 

mild exercise class for men and women of all ages to 

strengthen bones and improve balance, Contact Linda at 

942-3054 for more information. 

February 14:  Go eat some chocolate and be nice 
to everyone you meet today! 

Now you can also find us on the web at: 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 


