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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
A bit larger and chunkier than its here-all-year cousin, the House 
Finch, a male Cassin’s Finch in the winter sun can really catch 
your eye.  His brilliant rose-red cap, often raised in a small crest 
like a red-headed Bart Simpson, shines unmistakably.  His back, 
breast, flanks, and rump patch show a much paler, pinkish blush 
set off on a white background.  Females and immature males, 
seriously drab by comparison, sport brown streaks on clean 
white backgrounds.  Many songbirds molt into their adult 
plumage by their first fall.  But male Cassin’s Finches still wear 
the drab brown-streaked female plumage well into their 2nd year.  
Yet these 2nd-year males sing much like the older males do, 
leading to the false impression that both sexes sing with gusto 
during breeding season.  On occasion, yellow- or orange-colored 
males occur in the wild, perhaps due to diets deficient in 
carotenoids—the pigments responsible for the reds of both 
Cassin’s and House Finches.   
 
Cassin’s Finches in Colorado occur throughout the mountains and 
in much of the southern Colorado pinyon-juniper woodlands.  
Most birds move to lower elevations such as our area in the fall 
and head back to higher breeding grounds from mid-March to 
late May.  In the winter, they may visit bird feeders regularly 
although their occurrence at any given spot varies dramatically 
from year to year. 
 
Cassin’s Finches feed mostly on seeds, but they also eat 
evergreen buds, aspen and willow catkins, berries, and insects in 
warmer months.  While they forage primarily on the ground, we 
watch them in large numbers jockeying for position on nearly all 
of our feeders as well. 
 
Cassin’s Finches generally do not breed in our area, preferring 
habitats at altitudes of 8,000 – 11,000 feet.  Cassin’s abound in 
the high country during breeding season, yet very little is known 
about their breeding activities.  A clutch generally contains 4–5, 
probably hatching in 13–14 days.  Both parents feed young in the 
nest by regurgitating a slurry of the adult’s diet.  Presumably 
both adults also feed fledglings as well. The youngsters 
apparently remain with parents for some time as family groups 
and the family departs the breeding site while the fledglings still 

depend on the adults.   
 
The binomial scientific name of the Cassin’s Finch is Haemorhous 
cassinii.  The genus name (Haemorhous) refers to the red rump 
patch in Greek—“haem” for “blood” and “orrhos” for “rump”—
although this characteristic is much more obvious in their close 
relative, the House Finch.  The common name “finch” derives 
from the Anglo-Saxon word finc, their name for this bird and an 
imitation of their call.  John Cassin looms large in both the 
species name (cassinii) and the common name (Cassin’s Finch).  A 
19th-century Philadelphia ornithologist with a broad knowledge 
of the birds of the world, Cassin considered this species to be the 
“greatest bird in the lot” among a collection made by the Pacific 
Railroad Survey in the southwest mountains in the early 1850s. 
(Really?  They’re pretty birds, to be sure.  But the greatest might 
be more of a reflection on the collection than on the bird itself.)  
Typically, it was considered bad form for a taxonomist to name a 
species after himself.  But you could cajole any fellow 
taxonomists who were naming species.  At Cassin’s request, 
Spencer Baird named this striking new finch for his colleague.  
Cassin’s name graces a number of species in North America—
Cassin’s Kingbird, Cassin’s Auklet, Cassin’s Sparrow, Cassin’s 
Vireo—and even a 17-year cicada.  Whether these names reflect 
his great reputation or his powers of persuasion may ever remain 
a secret of history.     
 
You can learn more about Cassin’s Finches—comparisons with 
the very similar House Finch and Purple Finch, here.  

On the Road in Africa by Debbie Gaj 
While local residents were starting to settle into the winter 
doldrums this past December, two of our intrepid neighbors 
were packing up – and packing light – for the exotic trip of a 
lifetime.  Kay and Robert Parker headed to Africa for a two-and-
a-half week camping trip, a wonderful gift from his sister Cindy.   
Basically all they needed to bring were a few changes of clothing, 
their sleeping bags, and, fortunately for those of us back home, a 
very good camera.  A few weeks ago they were kind enough to 
spend an evening showing me photos and telling highly 
entertaining stories of their adventures. 
 
Africa has been in the news recently for reasons that certainly do 
not characterize the continent as a desirable tourist destination.  
But as Robert pointed out, worrying about the Ebola outbreak 
while in Tanzania is akin to worrying about an outbreak in the 
state of Washington when you are in Maine.  As for the 
kidnapping and violence that is sadly rampant in certain areas, it 
would be just as logical to avoid the entire continent of North 
America because of the depressing murder rates in Detroit or 
Chicago. Kay actually confessed that her biggest fright came 
during the crazy taxi ride through the streets of Nairobi. 
 
Accompanied by Robert’s sister and 86-year-old mother, the 
Parkers journeyed from Kenya to Tanzania, where they joined up 
with their fellow travelers and tour guides.   Intrepid Tours, a 
company based in Australia, provided a bus-like truck with room 
for the nineteen tourists plus their cook, guide, driver, and all the 
necessary gear. Along with the Parker family of four Americans, 
the travelers included two Germans, one Italian, and twelve 
Australians. Robert and Kay discovered, once everyone became 
better acquainted, that the Australians were originally  upset 
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when they found out they would be experiencing the splendors 
of Africa with some disgusting Americans.  (Apparently 
misconceptions about an entire people or country are prevalent 
in all parts of the world.)  Fortunately, the Parkers are fine 
representatives of the United States, and everyone was soon on 
friendly terms.    
 
Intrepid Tours observed very ecologically friendly practices.  At 
the beginning of the trip, all tourists were handed cloth bags for 
shopping.  If anyone brought a plastic bag onto the truck, that 
person would be fined $5.00.  The company also provided a 
carbon footprint for each participant. Daily chores were rotated 
among the campers, and flapping (air-drying plates by waving 
them around) was a regular after-meal occurrence.  The food 
was mainly vegetarian, heavy on beans, rice, and lots of 
vegetables. At night, they slept in strong and durable tents. 
Although they looked like typical dome tents, they weighed 100 
lbs each.  
 
Communication with the locals was never a problem, since both 
Swahili and English are the spoken languages. Kay was amazed by 
the friendliness of the people they encountered, especially the 
children.  Robert seemed more amazed by the number of times 
he caught, on film, animals urinating in response to their arrival. 
It appeared that elephants and monkeys alike had no respect for 
visitors, though in reality it was simply a way of marking their 
territory. 
 
Once the tour reached the Serengeti, the large truck/bus was 
traded for Toyota Land Cruisers.  These vehicles were specially 
equipped with extendable roofs, enabling the passengers to 
stand on the seats and look out through the top.  They were not 
allowed out of the Land Cruisers except to camp.  Apparently it 
would not be good PR for Intrepid Tours if their charges were 
trampled or mauled by passing critters. And an amazing variety 
of critters there were, from graceful gazelles and playful giraffes 
to ponderous hippos.  
 
The trip concluded with a ferry ride to the island of Zanzibar.  
Unfortunately at this point Kay was hobbled by a painful foot 
injury, but they still managed to take in a few more sights. The 
island is renowned for its spices, so a tour of some of the gardens 
was a must. The highlight for Kay was a visit to an old prison 
island just off the main island.  It has been converted into a 
tortoise reserve rivaling the wonders of the Galapagos.  On their 
last night, a farewell banquet was held in an abandoned palace, 
complete with entertainment.  The show ranged from burka-clad 
women singing traditional songs to surprisingly risqué gyrating 
dancers. 
 
I do not have the words in my vocabulary to properly describe 
the Parkers’ amazing collection of photographs and videos.   The 
wildlife views – from birds and monkeys to lions and elephants – 
were up-close and personal. The astonishing variety was truly 
breathtaking. Since I cannot do them justice in print, I strongly 
suggest you finagle a private viewing with Robert and Kay.  Their 
colorful and entertaining commentary will provide strong and 
lasting impressions of this amazing land. 
 

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

 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building  
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:  8:30 – 9:45 am, Beginning February 20th — 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. Modifications and 
variations will be offered to suit all levels and abilities. Classes 
are FREE! Donations will be accepted, but not expected. For 
more information contact Brook at 942-3654.  
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 

A Tribute by Julia Michel 
What does it mean when people move away?   
 
Random people happen to be drawn to the same place in the 
mountains for different reasons.  We are attracted to the beauty 
of the view and discover all of the surprises that come with living 
in a place less populated by people.  The harshness of what 
makes this area wild – the wind, the snow, the cold, the hot and 
dry.  The simplicity and the complexity of nature.  What can 
survive here?  The mule deer, the elk, the random bear, the 
mountain lion, the coyote, the rabbit, the fox, the squirrel, the 
chipmunk, the rattlesnake, the raccoon, the skunk, the ring-tail 
cat, the mice.   
 
And the vast array of birds that migrate through this less peopled 
place.  The eagles, hawks, falcons, owls, ravens, magpies, jays, 
nutcrackers, nuthatches, chickadees, juncos, wrens, finches, 
doves, geese, ducks, cranes, and hummingbirds… to name a few. 
 
Tina and I started collaborating on this newsletter we call In the 
Valley over 4 years ago.  Our first issue was in October 2010.  She 
has shared her knowledge and love of birds with us all this time, 
every month without fail or pay.   She has educated us on the 
birds who live and pass through this area so that we might share 
her appreciation for the way they live, build their nests, nurture 
their young, stay for a while, until they fledge and move on. 
 
Thank you, Tina! 
 

A bird does not sing because it has an answer, it sings because 
it has a song.  – Maya Angelou 
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