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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
On the morning of the Salida Christmas Bird Count in 2006, we first 
gathered to get organized and get the latest news.  The biggest 
excitement—3 Trumpeter Swans had been spotted earlier in the 
week around the Big Bend section of the river.  That was our team’s 
area!  Our mission became to find those gentle behemoths again 
that day.  We returned, triumphant, at lunch—2 adults and 1 
juvenile on one of the farm ponds.  Score one unusual species for 
the count—and a life bird for me!  
 
The largest native North American waterfowl, the Trumpeter Swan 
looks undeniably huge, with a long, straight, black bill and a massive 
dome-backed body.  Its stunningly long neck stretches straight and 
erect when alert, but otherwise the base folds back on the body in 
a lazy slouch.  Adults are entirely white, although their heads and 
necks are often stained a rusty orange by iron-rich waters and muds 
in which the birds feed. The legs and feet—which you may not see 
when the birds are on the water—are typically black.  Second-year 
Trumpeters are white also but often retain few pale gray or gray-
brown feathers on the head, neck, and body.   
 
Trumpeters appear in central Colorado only in the winter.  They 
breed on far northern freshwater lakes, ponds, and rivers.  After 
breeding season, they don’t necessarily have to head south to 
survive, as long as they can find open water and sufficient 
vegetation in that open water.  The population breeding in Alaska 
and Canada typically moves south to ice-free waters in Montana, 
Wyoming, and Idaho during winter—and sometimes some wander 
into Colorado.   
 
Adults eat primarily leaves, stems, roots, and tubers of submerged, 
floating, and emergent plants, with an occasional fish or fish eggs 
tossed in.  They are generally shy and, when disturbed, prefer to 
swim away.  However, if pressed, they will fly although they need 
quite a bit of open water as a runway for a successful take-off.  
 
Trumpeter Swans are not necessarily the only large white 
waterfowl one might see in wintry Colorado—slightly smaller 
Tundra Swans can occasionally appear too, although Trumpeters 
are the more common visitor.  Both birds look very similar, with 
differences you might discern if you get a really good look.  Tundras 

have a yellow teardrop at the base of the bill while a Trumpeter’s 
bill is all black.  On a Trumpeter, the black base of the bill seems to 
envelope the eye; on a Tundra, though, the eye is close but clearly 
distinct.   
 
The Trumpeter’s voice—a loud, trumpeting honk or quavering 
bray—plays a major role in all of its names.  Known to the scientific 
world as Cygnus buccinator, the Trumpeter’s various names hold 
little mystery.  Cygnus, from Latin, simply means “swan;” 
buccinator, also from Latin, “bugler or trumpeter”—a clear 
reference to its trumpeting voice.  The origins of the species’ 
common name are similarly transparent:  “Swan” is the Anglo-
Saxon name for this type of bird; and “trumpeter,” well—see 
buccinator. 
 
Occurring in the wild only in North America, Trumpeter Swans were 
once abundant and geographically widespread.  But their numbers 
plummeted during the early fur trade and European settlement of 
North America in the 1600s-1800s, when their skins and primary 
feathers were collected for fashionistas of the time.  In 1935, only 
69 individuals were documented, although unrecorded flocks likely 
inhabited parts of Alaska and Canada at that time. Their numbers 
have steadily increased with conservation efforts, including 
protection from shooting, habitat management, and range 
expansion programs. A 2010 continent-wide survey found 46,225 
individuals in the wild, an increase of 33% since the 2005 survey.   
 
Just this past New Year’s Day, observers reported a Trumpeter 
Swan floating lazily on the ever-open-and-steamy Sands Lake in 
Salida.  We also documented another migrant in both the 2007 and 
the 2009 Christmas Bird Count.  You just never know!  So as you 
wander around central Colorado’s waterways between now and 
mid-March—especially those that are open even in the dead of 
winter—keep an eye out for a large, graceful white bird or two 
floating on the surface.  Perhaps you’ll be lucky to catch a glimpse 
of this elegant, trumpeting visitor, looking like massive floating 
marshmallows.   
 
You can learn more about this massive, majestic waterfowl here.   

At Least I Tried by Debbie Gaj 
I tried, I honestly tried, to complete my “bucket list” of 
accomplishments before I hit the magical age of 60.  My list actually 
started out as just one goal – climb to the top of a Fourteener. I 
attempted this feat twice before, by tackling Mt Shavano. The first 
time my hiking partner, myself, and our dogs were chased down by 
a thunderstorm, just as we had finished lunch near the “Angel.”  We 
wisely chose safety over completion.  
 
Several years later I tried again with two other partners and our 
dogs.  We successfully passed the Angel, no storms on the horizon. 
We were within sight of the summit, taking a break, when all three 
of us somewhat sheepishly confessed to not having the strength to 
make the last push. I think we were all relieved that the feeling was 
mutual. I managed to spread my parrot’s ashes at the uppermost 
spot we had reached, so at least I accomplished that goal. On the 
way down, I took a sprawling stumble, catching myself with my left 
palm – splat – on the rocky path. To this day, my permanently 
disfigured thumb joint is a souvenir of that close, but not quite, 
accomplishment. 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-mn


This past year, as my 60th approached, I was dead set on reaching a 
Fourteener summit. I had two opportunities before my birthday 
arrived in December. The first opportunity, again with Shavano 
(yes, I have a “thing” for that mountain), fizzled before it even 
began. The two women I planned to go with developed some health 
issues, so we had to cancel.   
 
I next attempted Ouray – not officially a Fourteener; but according 
to a local geologist’s information, it may soon be declared one 
because of more modern and detailed measuring tools.  Anyway, I 
figured it was close enough at its official 13,961-foot summit.  (One 
realization as I approached 60 was that sometimes a person just 
needs to compromise.) My hiking guide for this venture chose a 
“road less travelled,” to put it politely. We ended up scrambling 
through thickets of prickly vegetation, scuttling up very steep and 
slick grades, and ultimately enjoying some fantastic views. But 
because of some unexpected delays, we had started our hike later 
than planned. We realized we would never make summit and get 
down before dark unless we raced the final stretch up and then all 
the way back.  And alas, at our ages, racing was out of the question.  
Once again, I was just shy of my goal. 
 
Bucket list item number two was then developed. If I couldn’t scale 
the heights, I would dangle over them.  Accompanied by a good 
friend and fellow adventurer, I set my sights on zip lining across the 
Royal Gorge. The plan was temporarily in doubt when we arrived 
to discover the zip line was shut down for training.  Fortunately, 
once they completed their practice, it was a go.  Trust me, no 
matter what you think about zip lining, you truly have to experience 
the journey over the Gorge.  It is not frightening at all, but (at least 
to me) tranquil, quiet, and unbelievably scenic. Sadly, it is also over 
way too quickly.  
 
I wasn’t satisfied, however.  I needed one more adventure before 
60 came knocking. Aha, I thought, I am not yet a true Coloradan 
because I have never been to the top of Pikes Peak.  I made 
arrangements to take the cog railway with a friend, on what, at the 
outset, appeared to be a pleasant, relatively warm day in early 
December.  Fortune did not smile on us that day, however, as wind 
gusts at the summit reached 80 mph.  When the official 
announcement was made that the train would stop 1000 feet short 
of the summit, we had the choice of still taking the ride, albeit with 
a discount, or getting a refund.  We decided it was all the way or 
bust; so, as I was coming to expect, another mission failed.  
 
Undeterred by the fleeting thought that I was getting some hint 
from the universe, I proceeded to plan not so much an adventure 
as a day of pampering to usher in my special year.  A fellow 
December birthday celebrator and I made appointments at Mt. 
Princeton Hot Springs Resort for pricey and extravagant (on my 
budget at least) spa treatments.  By now you should know that 
something unexpected happened to foil my plans.  Despite having 
made the reservations well in advance, I received a phone call 
telling me there was a scheduling conflict, and I could not have the 
“Customized Facial” at that time period, but I could choose another 
treatment.  I confess, to my chagrin, that I initially threw a hissy fit. 
I had looked forward to a facial and, by gum, I deserved to have 
one. But then my sense of humor returned.  Ah, the trials and 
tribulations of first-world citizens! To be forced to endure the 
“Blueberry Bliss Body Treatment” instead of the “Customized 
Facial.”  In the end, the point was moot, as a winter storm moved 

in that day and we had to reschedule. (Surprise!) The second time 
around I did get my facial, though the aesthetician recommended I 
come back for her personal favorite, the (you guessed it) Blueberry 
Bliss Body Treatment. 
 
 Many more serious things have been thrown my way over the 
years than not reaching a mountain top by a certain date.  And I 
have always managed to make lemonade with those lemons.  But 
for some reason the cumulative effect of all these trivial failures 
finally brought it home to me.  Life is an adventure in adaptation. 
No matter what your goal, there is always a Plan B. 
 
Time did not expire on my 60th birthday, of course. The only 
deadline was a self-imposed one. I can still climb that Fourteener, 
stand at the summit of Pikes Peak, find other iconic natural 
wonders to zip line over, or indulge in some Blueberry Bliss. And to 
feel less pressured, I plan to accomplish all that and more by, let’s 
say, my 85th! 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building  
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. 
 
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. 
 
In Howard at Mountain Home Veterinary Clinic, 10300 US Hwy 50 
Sunday, February 14th, noon – 4:00 pm:  You are invited to a 
Valentine’s Day Open House!  The practice isn’t new but the 
building is!   Dr. Mary Hopkins and her staff are eager to show off 
the new clinic and provide demonstrations of some of their 
services. There will be refreshments, door prizes, and more. While 
you are there, take a tour of Mick Gill’s Pottery Studio directly 
behind the clinic. 
 
In Westcliffe at Second Street Café 
Thursday, February 18th, 1:00 – 3:30 pm:  San Isabel Land 
Protection Trust is offering a forest health workshop covering 
topics such as local forest history, pests and diseases, and more.  
Admission is free. Lunch is provided and will be served at 12:30pm.  
Space is limited to 40 attendees. RSVP’s are required by Friday, 
February 12. For more info or to attend, please call 719 783 3018 
or email martin@sanisabel.org. 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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