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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Sitting on the patio one late summer morning, I heard a sharp, 
familiar “PEEK” from the west.  Really?  Could that be a Hairy 
Woodpecker here in the summer?  We typically have them in the 
winter, but summer?  Never before.  Cocking my head, I strained 
to try to catch another sound from the mystery bird.  Suddenly, a 
male and a female Hairy zipped by, followed by an awkwardly 
flying, loudly squawking youngster.  Holy cow—they must have 
nested somewhere not too far from here, since that kid wasn’t 
all that great a flyer.  I guess they hadn’t read the book that said 
Hairies like to breed higher in the mountains… 
 
The Hairy Woodpecker is a medium-sized, sturdy, boldly 
patterned woodpecker, with a black and white head, a large 
white patch on its back, clear white sides and belly, white spots 
low on its wings—all set off by stunning black wings, lower back, 
and tail.  Its bill is thick and long—about as long as the head is 
from front to back.  (We’ll come back to that important 
characteristic later.)  You can identify a first-year male 
surprisingly easily:  An adult male has a red patch at the back of 
his head but a male that hatched in the current year instead has 
a red patch on the front of his head. (Females of any age have no 
red on their heads.)  All woodpeckers share a number of 
interesting features setting them apart from other birds.  For 
instance, a woodpecker uses its stiff tail for support as it moves 
vertically up and down tree trunks; that tail can also act as a 
brace as it excavates a nest cavity or searches for insects under 
the bark. A woodpecker’s bill resembles a chisel, for easier 
excavation in wood.  (A pointed bill, such as those of many 
songbirds, could just get stuck in the wood.)  Along with 
hummingbirds, woodpeckers are the only birds that can stretch 
their tongues well beyond their bills.  In addition, the tip of the 
tongue is usually barbed and sticky—all the better to slurp up 
tasty grubs and larvae from deep in wood crevices. 
 
Although Hairies live throughout Colorado, from timberline to 
the plains, they commonly summer in the mountains and winter 
at lower elevations (such as our area).  These black-and-white 
tree-huggers prefer mature forests but also occupy a variety of 
habitats including riparian corridors, parks, cemeteries, and 
suburban habitats.  Eastern and western Hairies have some 
distinct differences that can be easy to see: For example, the 
eastern subspecies tend to have much more white spotting on 
both their upper and lower wings while the western subspecies 
have solid black upper wings and more finely spotted lower 

wings. 
 
A Hairy’s diet consists mostly of insects; favorites include larvae 
of wood-boring beetles, ants, spiders, millipedes, and 
caterpillars.  Hairies also eat berries, seeds, and nuts and will 
come to bird feeders for suet and sunflower seeds. Many of the 
best larvae (at least if you’re a Hairy Woodpecker) can be found 
in dead trees—a good reason to leave some of these 
“woodpecker cafeterias” up, if you can, for a year or 2 after a 
tree dies. 
 
Hairy Woodpeckers can be found in Colorado year-round, 
although, as noted above, many move higher in the summer and 
drop to lower altitudes in the winter.  On our property, we see 
Hairies mostly in the fall and winter.  Although cavity nesters, 
Hairies don’t typically use nest boxes; creating a new nesting 
cavity each breeding season seems to be an important part of 
the mating ritual.  (However, a few may roost in them overnight 
in the winter.)  In Colorado, breeding begins in mid- to late May.  
Both sexes excavate the nest hole, but the male does most of the 
work across 2 to 3 weeks.  Hairies favor aspen or trees with 
decayed heartwood. The brood of 3-5 eggs hatches in 12 days, 
incubated in the day by the female and at night by the male.  
Nestlings fledge after 28 to 30 days.  The youngsters remain 
dependent on their parents for several weeks, often remaining 
on same trunk or branch for hours, waiting for an adult to bring 
food.  
 
The Hairy Woodpecker’s name—Picoides villosus—comes from 
the Latin word picus, a name for the great black woodpecker of 
tropical Asia (known today as the White-bellied Woodpecker); 
oides means “to resemble.”  So the species’ namer thought that 
these birds resembled the White-bellied Woodpecker.  The 
species name—villosus—means “shaggy” in reference to the 
short bristle-like feathers covering the nostrils—a similar 
explanation for its common name of Hairy. 
 
The Hairy Woodpecker has a diminutive doppelgänger—the 
Downy Woodpecker.  Their beaks offer one way to distinguish 
these look-alike species.  A sturdy beak as long as the head is 
from front to back—Hairy; a delicate-looking beak perhaps only 
½ the length of the head from front to back—Downy.  Once you 
see a few of each, though, the overall size becomes really 
obvious too.  As Pete Dunne wrote, the Downy is a “tiny compact 
woodpecker that would have to stretch to see over a coffee mug.  
A Hairy is a full-sized, big-billed street brawler of a woodpecker 
that would have no trouble peering over a beer mug.”    
  
As with other woodpeckers, the nest cavities that Hairy 
Woodpeckers drill out each year benefit a host of other cavity-
nesting bird species that need cavities for breeding but can’t 
make their own.  Roughly 40% of birds breeding in the mountains 
require nest holes but only 8% of them are woodpeckers able to 
create such holes.  Mountain Bluebirds, Juniper Titmice, Tree and 
Violet-green Swallows, Ash-throated Flycatchers, White- and 
Red-breasted Nuthatches and many other species tip their 
proverbial hats to their woodpecker neighbors for providing safe, 
dry homes for their families.  You can see photos and hear some 
of the Hairy’s calls here.  
 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-kq


The Canyon by Debbie Gaj 
Heading home from a Christmas celebration with family in Fort 
Collins, I had one thought on my mind.  How were conditions in 
the Canyon? Normally I love its serpentine curves and alternating 
glimpses of water and rock.  But after a snowfall, I am more in 
fear of its perilously shaded ice patches. As I made my way home 
at a slow but sensible pace, I found time to reflect on US Highway 
50 through Bighorn Sheep Canyon, this common thread that 
binds all of us in the valley.   
 
Way back when I was a Colorado newbie, I heard a co-worker 
comment that he didn’t get a phone call because he was “in the 
Canyon.”  As everyone else nodded knowingly, I made the faux 
pas of asking “what canyon?”  Eyebrows rose in disbelief or, 
worse, acknowledgement that I was still a newcomer.  
Apparently for denizens of the upper Arkansas River Valley, there 
is only one Canyon. 
 
My eventual forays into the Canyon were initially harrowing 
experiences for my flatlander roots, but I loved the amazing 
vistas that seemed to appear around every curve. Once I moved 
to Coaldale, smack dab in the middle of it, I came to truly know 
this road. Because I worked the night shift in Salida, I soon 
learned the most popular deer hangout spots along the highway.  
I also knew when to begin slowing down for the curves and icy 
patches. I became attuned to the road.  
 
The unique positioning of county roads and towns down the 
length of the Canyon can cause a lot of frustration.  An accident 
or rock slide may trap us in the Canyon for hours or even days.  
One way in, one way out – no other back roads or highways to 
use as alternate routes.  I never fail to amaze my flatlander 
friends and family with that fact – or the fact that the easiest 
detour to bypass the Canyon practically doubles the mileage.   
 
The year of the Royal Gorge fire, I lived in fear of an evacuation 
order – and feared even more that I would be away from home 
when it came, unable to re-enter to retrieve my animals.  Our 
beautiful river valley could so easily have become a trap. The 
rock slides and floods of this past year also gave me a grim 
respect for nature’s sheer force in the Canyon.  But what I fear 
more, because it is so much more common, are the clueless 
drivers who fail to respect the nature of the Canyon and the 
highway through it.  Whether too fast, too slow, or just plain 
unobservant, they can make the drive a frustrating and 
frightening experience. 
 
Not too long ago I saw a video someone posted on Facebook – it 
featured a time-lapsed drive from Salida to Canon City. Watching 
it, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed.  The fast speed fails to 
capture that sense of discovery at the rounding of every curve, 
revealing some new breathtaking view.  When I drive the 
Canyon, I imagine showing it to those flatlander friends of mine 
and responding to their oohs and ahs with a proud little smirk.  
Yep, this is now my Canyon, and I love and respect every curve 
on it.  
 
As residents cradled between its river and rock wall barriers, our 
everyday lives are defined by the unpredictable nature of 
Bighorn Sheep Canyon. It is a conscious choice we have made to 

endure some of the hardships for the sheer beauty of our 
surroundings.  And I am sure most of us would not change a 
thing about it – except perhaps for the ice patches and the 
clueless drivers. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building (with a lovely restored 
wood floor!  We are grateful to Peg Corthouts for making it 
happen!) 
 
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. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center 
Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 

A Floor made of Wood by Julia Michel 
In 1923, a country school was built in Coaldale, by A. W. 
Klarenbach.  The Salida Mail reported the school building “will 
have two rooms and will be strictly modern.”  The building was 
brick and the roof was wood, as were the double front doors, the 
interior doors, and the floor.  But by 1956, the school district 
consolidated to Cotopaxi and the Coaldale Schoolhouse was 
given to the community to be used as a community building.  
Sometime in the 1970s, the wood floor was covered in layers 
with mastic, tar paper, asbestos tile, and finally orange patterned 
carpeting.   
 
Last year, the Coaldale Community Building Association received 
funding and approval to restore the original wood floor.  And last 
month, this long-awaited process actually happened.  
Underneath all of the glue and gunk, a lovely floor made of 
Douglas-fir was exposed, sanded, stained, and sealed.  The 
process was arduous and not without moments of sweat and 
despair.  But the outcome glows with the history of the past, 
showing how lovely wood can be with the perfections of 
imperfections.  One can imagine the students fidgeting at their 
desks, rubbing their chairs back and forth into the wood in 
impatience.  The scratches and scuffs are still there, etched into 
the wood, alongside the grain of the tree while it grew, before it 
became lumber.   
 
And now we can enjoy the beauty of the wood again.  We are 
looking forward to the future and how we can meld with the 
past.  I’ll imagine dancers in the future, young girls taking ballet 
lessons.  Or groups of all ages enjoying contra dances, square 
dances, two-steps, tango…  Or local artists and musicians having 
concerts and shows.  There is a brick schoolhouse down the 
canyon… and it has a lovely wood floor! 

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

http://www.pvhcpaxi.org/
http://www.onthewildside812.wordpress.com/

