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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
The fishery-warmed waters of Salida’s Sands Lake host many 
interesting waterfowl in the winter.  One of my favorites, the 
Bufflehead, also ranks as one of the smallest—and is indeed North 
America’s smallest diving duck.  A compact, striking, black-and-
white duck, the male (called a drake) grabs the eye even from afar.  
His black head (although in good light, you can see it’s really an 
iridescent dark green and purple) provides the key identification 
point, with a bold white patch that looks as if he had draped a scarf 
over the back of his head.  The only bird that a male Bufflehead 
might be mistaken for is a male Home Merganser with his white 
“hood” raised.  A Bufflehead drake, though, show gleaming white 
sides while a Hooded Merganser drake displays chestnut sides.  A 
female Bufflehead has subdued gray-brown plumage with an oval 
white patch on her cheek—still a rather striking picture, despite her 
less flamboyant colors. 
 
One thing people wonder about is that weird name.  At nearly every 
turn, I scratch my head over various aspects of the name.  The 
scientific name begins the strange naming path.  The genus name, 
Bucephala, means “bull-headed” (from Greek bous—“ox” or 
“bull”—and kephale—“head”), allegedly reflecting a perception 
that the head shape of the ducks in this genus resembles an 
American bison.  (Seriously.)  The species name, albeola, means 
“little white,” from Latin albus (“white”), honoring the distinctive 
white patch on back of the male’s head.  (Okay.  I get that one.)  The 
common name of Bufflehead is actually a corruption of “buffalo 
head” (from an era when we called bison “buffalo”). Those in the 
know say that this similarity is most noticeable when the male fluffs 
up the feathers on his head, greatly increasing the apparent size of 
the head.  (I remain skeptical.  And I wonder if the namer had 
actually seen a real bison.  Ever.) 
 
In winter, Buffleheads seek out sheltered bays, coves, and estuaries 
along the coasts, avoiding open ocean.  You can also find them at 
inland lakes; reservoirs (such as Sands Lake); and larger, slow-
moving rivers.  Compressing their plumage tight to their bodies, 
these ducks start with a forward and upward leap, then abruptly 
vanish beneath and bob back to the surfaces like corks as they 
chase aquatic invertebrates such as insects (in fresh water), 
crustaceans, and mollusks (in saltwater).  Underwater, they keep 
their wings closed, using only their legs and feet for propulsion.  
 

Buffleheads occur only in North America, and the vast majority 
breed in the boreal forests of Canada and Alaska.  In northern 
Colorado, an estimated 50 to 100 pairs of Buffleheads nest in 
western Jackson County.  This bird’s small size has probably evolved 
with its habit of nesting in the holes of the Northern Flicker, a 
relatively abundant resource too small for other cavity-nesting 
ducks such as mergansers.  Buffleheads also nest in human-made 
nest boxes in good habitat.  In fact, at one point, Colorado Parks 
and Wildlife maintained an extensive nest box program in Jackson 
County for to help to establish a local population of breeding 
Buffleheads.   
  
Hunting pressure affects Buffleheads because they use inland lakes 
extensively during fall waterfowl hunting season.  Although 
Buffleheads are not prized by sport hunters, shooting is still a 
significant factor in mortality among this species. Extensive clearing 
for agriculture throughout aspen woodlands over the last century 
has eliminated important nesting habitat.  More recently, clear-cut 
lumbering operations in the boreal forest reduce nesting sites at an 
increasing pace. Buffleheads nevertheless rank among the few duck 
species whose numbers have actually increased markedly since the 
mid-1950s, perhaps due to their willingness to use nest boxes.   
 
Buffleheads begin to leave Colorado in March, with peak departure 
times in late March and April.  So get out to Sands Lake this month 
to see if you can spot this stunning little diving dynamo. 

More fire in our future? by Debbie Gaj 
As we settle well into winter, it is easy to file away the twin 
tempests of fire and flood in Pleasant Valley as last year’s 
memories. It will make a good story to tell the grandkids, we may 
think, taking comfort that we persevered reasonably intact. 
 
Optimist that I am, I assumed the fire part at least was behind us.  
Our dry and dead trees have burned, we are safe for awhile. Not so 
fast, some experts are saying.  After attending the recent GARNA 
(Greater Arkansas River Nature Association) presentation on the 
Hayden Pass Fire, I realize the danger is not a here-and-gone 
phenomenon.  Repercussions from the burn and consideration for 
the future of our forests and rural towns need to still be addressed. 
 
According to Chris Naccarato, U.S. Forest Service (USFS) Mountain 
Zone Fire Management Officer, understanding a little more about 
why the fire happened as it did and why the danger still exists 
requires exploring our nation’s history.  Before heavy settlement of 
the West, wildfires rarely affected humans, and the burning off of 
older trees created a healthy forest. Native Americans learned to 
use fire constructively – to create habitat, clear timber, prepare 
land for crops, and eliminate pests. Fire was also useful for hunting, 
war, and communication between tribes. Lewis and Clark’s journal 
entrees included reference to this practice, and soon early settlers 
picked up on the benefits of fire as a tool. 
 
By the early 1900s, wildfires became increasingly destructive as 
more homes and towns sprang up in forests and rangelands.  Small 
independent farms gave way to large commercial agricultural 
operations; thus the need for frequent local field clearing 
diminished. Rampant logging left remnants of dead timber 
scattered on the ground, effectively creating large patches of 
kindling.   
 



And then, weather and forest conditions creating a perfect storm 
of sorts, the “Big Blowup” occurred. Particularly in the 
Northwestern section of the U.S., 1910 was a very dry year. Fires 
erupted in Washington state, Idaho, Montana. Various causes are 
considered culpable including lightning strikes, arson, and 
campfires.  But a majority could be traced to sparks thrown off by 
coal-fired trains. On August 20, a cold front brought hurricane-force 
winds that fanned these fires. Within a six-hour time frame, 
approximately 1736 (some accounts say up to 3000) fires erupted.  
 
Dense smoke darkened skies north to Saskatoon, Canada, south to 
Denver, and east to Watertown, NY. Ships within 500 miles of the 
Pacific coast could not navigate by the stars. Soot fell in Greenland. 
After two days of intense fire, the winds slowed and, on August 23, 
a steady rain began falling.  Final statistics listed 87 deaths, 7 towns 
burned to the ground, and 3 million acres of forest destroyed.  
 
This is a fascinating piece of our history, and an entire column could 
be devoted to facts and personal stories about the Big Blowup. I 
suggest reading up on more details; there are several good sites 
online.  But the point to be made here is how this one tragic event 
still influences our forests today.  
 
At the time of the Big Blowup, the 5-year-old USFS (then known as 
the National Forest Service) was in its infancy.  Actually threatened 
with abolishment at the time, its role in the 1910 fire established it 
as a viable and important department for forestry management. 
But the fire also changed the prevailing U.S. policy for wildfire 
control. One of the firefighters, Ferdinand A. Silcox, became chief 
of the USFS in 1933.  Strongly influenced by his memories of the 
conflagration, he instituted the “10 a.m. policy,” with the goal of 
suppressing all wildfires by 10 a.m. on the day following their first 
report.  The USFS was expected to prevent and battle every 
wildfire.  
 
The debate more recently is whether this policy is actually in the 
best interests of our forests and the communities that border them.  
Stressed, diseased, and chokingly dense, our forests are out of 
whack with the natural ecosystem.  By suppressing the fires before 
they can burn dead and diseased timber, we are threatening to 
reproduce the same conditions that ignited the Big Blowup.  
 
Back to our own Hayden Pass Fire.  We were experiencing average 
conditions for July, after a wet May and a snowstorm in early June 
followed by a hot and dry period.  In the Hayden Pass area, 50-80% 
of the spruce trees were already weakened or killed by beetles. Fuel 
moistures were average.  Started by a lightning strike on July 8, the 
fire was reported in a wilderness area. Nothing was spotted (not 
unusual, based on what the current conditions – wind, humidity, 
temperature, etc. were) on July 9 when USFS sent a crew with the 
district’s sole fire engine to investigate.  But then the fire exploded. 
July 10, 11, and 13 became the biggest burn days, as the area 
developed its own perfect storm of low humidity, high 
temperatures, and strong winds.  But for a stroke of luck with wind 
direction, Coaldale might have become another statistic in the 
history books.  
 
In the scars of the fire, grass started emerging soon after and oak 
brush will spring back quickly. But many large patches of dead and 
dying timber in our forest district are just waiting to ignite. The 
Monarch Pass area is high on that list. According to Chris Naccarato, 

the last 3 years have been the hottest on record. Fire season is 
getting longer, now lasting from April to December. Insect and 
disease damage to our forests is increasing.  And our population, 
seeking the beauty and peace of living in nature, continues to 
spread into forested areas. Sounds like a recipe for more disaster.  
 
We all have heard the drill – fire mitigation. Create a defensible 
space around your home and trim the bottoms of trees in the 
outlying areas of your property.  
(For more information see http://static.colostate.edu/client-
files/csfs/pdfs/FIRE2012_1_DspaceQuickGuide.pdf  ) Or find a 
professional service for more suggestions.  While firefighters did an 
amazing job of protecting all of our homes from the Hayden Pass 
Fire, sometimes choices will have to be made. With the new 
administration, budgets are up in the air.  When resources and time 
are limited, the firefighters will inevitably choose to save the homes 
where some mitigation has been done as opposed to properties 
without mitigation. Ultimately it is our own responsibility and part 
of the price for living so close to all this natural beauty. So, as we 
enjoy the snow-covered mountains framed in our windows, it may 
be prudent to plan for the coming summer. Be prepared, be 
informed, be ready, and be safe.   

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Sunday, February 26th  2 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any style, key, 
instrument - round robin jam session. Everyone is welcome--singers, 
songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. Last month was a great 
success!  This is a place to come together, meet people and start 
something! Contact Bruce at bbppww01@hotmail.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 

To fly, we have to have resistance.   – 

Maya Lin 
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