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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Dateline—December 20, 2003.  At the very first Christmas Bird Count 
(CBC) to be conducted in Salida, my group had been assigned an area 
that included Mt. Ouray State Wildlife Area (SWA).  From the main 
parking lot, I headed down to the cattails as other scattered across 
the area.  Was that a pig grunting?  I looked around to see if our 
leader could identify it, but he was off stalking an elusive Swamp 
Sparrow.  I started searching the vegetation with my binoculars, with 
no idea of what I was looking for.  Probably not a pig, though.  After 
just a few minutes, a dark, chicken-like bird crept furtively from the 
cattails into the bright sunlight.  Holy cow—a Virginia Rail at the foot 
of the Rockies in the dead of winter!  What were the odds of that?!?  
Well, it turns out the odds were pretty darn good.  In fact, every year 
after that, our group found at least 1 Virginia Rail—and one year, 
5!—in that spot around the winter solstice at the Salida CBC.   
 
Year-round, Virginia Rails prefer shallow freshwater marshes that 
offer a mix of tall, standing vegetation, open pools, and muddy 
bottoms and edges.  These birds tend toward secretive and skulky, 
spending much of their time in thick reedy growth.  The most 
important features of their preferred habitat are standing water; 
emergent plants that root below water but extend out of the water, 
such as cattails or bulrushes; and abundant aquatic invertebrates 
such as beetles and snails.  Most Virginia Rails reside in Colorado only 
from early April to mid-October, heading south after breeding 
season.  But a few (obviously!) stick around if they can find 
appropriate, reliable open water for feeding.  
  
About 10 inches tall, Virginia Rails have chicken- or robin-shaped 
bodies if you see them from the side. But if you see a rail head-on, 
you’ll understand how the expression “thin as a rail” originated 
because they are surprisingly slender side-to-side—referred to as 
compressed laterally.  This feature helps them slip nimbly among the 
tall, closely packed grass-like leaves of their chosen marsh 
environment. Seen quickly and in poor light—the typical view—the 
bird appears simply dark.  Under better conditions, though, its throat 
and breast gleam burnt orange, contrasting with its gray face and its 
long red-orange bill with a black tip.     
 

A Virginia Rail probes mudflats and shallow water with its long, 
slightly down-curved bill searching for food.  During breeding 
season, small aquatic invertebrates (e.g., snails, spiders, fly larvae) 
top the menu. In fall and winter, marsh vegetation such as the seeds 
of bulrush, sedge, and pondweed plays a more important role. 
  
Although Virginia Rails likely aren’t common breeders in central 
Colorado, the 2nd Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas confirmed nesting in 
Chaffee County south of US 285 in the Trout Creek Pass area and 
documented probable breeding in both the Buena Vista and Salida 
areas.  Loosely woven baskets, nests often feature a canopy 
constructed by bending adjacent vegetation over the top of the nest.  
The completed clutch contains 8 or 9 eggs and the 18- to 20-day 
incubation period starts when the nest is nearly complete.  Young 
hatch precocial (covered with feathers and with eyes open) and 
leave the nest within 3–4 days, feeding themselves within a week 
and flying at 4 weeks.  Both parents feed chicks immediately after 
hatching and defend their young after they leave the nest.   
 
The Virginia Rail’s scientific name—Rallus limicola—derives from 
rallus (the medieval Latin word for a rail), limies (Latin for mud or 
slime), and –cola, (meaning “to inhabit”).  So “mud-dwelling rail” 
references the bird’s preferred marsh habitat.  The common name 
reflects the fact that the nominate specimen was first documented 
in Virginia; “rail” arises from rale, the French word for these birds. 
  
In winter, most Virginia Rails withdraw to the Gulf Coast and Mexico.  
But this bird is a very hardy soul, capable of surviving prolonged 
freezes as long as it can find a narrow stream of open water.  And 
the marshes at Mt. Ouray SWA offer just such a habitat year-round. 
The presence of geothermally heated water underlying the Salida 
area creates more than just the wonderful geothermally heated Hot 
Springs Aquatic Center for humans.  The Arkansas River runs 
between two long faults in the area; groundwater follows some of 
these faults, delivering the water to great depths, heating the water, 
and returning it to the surface.  As a result several farm ponds remain 
open, seeps continue dripping, and the wetlands at Mt. Ouray SWA 
provide moving water in even the coldest winters. 
 
So if the prospect of early “winter aeterna’s” what’s troublin’ you, 
Bunky, stop by Mt. Ouray SWA.  You may just catch a glimpse of this 
very special winter inhabitant—or at least to hear an avian “water 
pig” grunting from deep in the vegetation as it searches the muddy 
bottom of the marsh for a winter’s meal.   
 
You can see links to photos and to recordings of the Virginia Rail’s 
interesting vocalizations here.  

Sink or Swim – Our Future Lies in Our 
Water Supply by Debbie Gaj 
“Water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink.” One could aptly 
quote “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” by Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
when observing the snowcapped mountains and rushing rivers of 
Colorado. Casual travelers or newcomers to the state may be 
shocked by the rules and regulations that govern our water supplies. 
The creek that flows through a backyard may not be the landowner’s 
to claim. Rainwater that falls on my property rightfully belongs to 
someone further down the line. None of it makes sense to someone 
from, say, the Midwest, where usually an overabundance of water is 
the problem.  
 

http://wp.me/P16Ptu-mg


Colorado’s water law has a rich and detailed history. Decisions on 
how to fairly share this precious and increasingly scarce commodity 
have shaped the very landscape of the state. And sadly, as often 
happens when humans meddle with nature, not all of the choices 
made were for the good of either the land or all of the inhabitants. 
Water, in its own right, is more valuable than gold or oil. As with all 
precious commodities, greed and power often create selective 
blindness to the bigger picture. As John Love, governor of Colorado 
from 1963 to 1973, aptly remarked “In the West, water flows uphill 
toward money.” 
 
San Isabel Land Protection Trust (SILPT) offered local residents the 
perfect opportunity to learn more about this crucial topic when they 
recently sponsored a showing of “The Great Divide.” This 
documentary by Havey Productions chronicles the influence of the 
four rivers that have their headwaters at the very top of Colorado. 
Waters from these rivers are the most coveted in the United States 
and are claimed by eighteen states as well as Mexico.  
 
Three of these rivers—the South Platte, the Arkansas, and the Rio 
Grande—naturally run down the Eastern Slope. The rivers continue 
through several states and eventually make their way into the 
Atlantic Ocean. The Colorado River flows down the Western Slope 
toward the Pacific. This river contains 80% of the state’s water, while 
the Eastern Slope holds 80% of the state’s population. You can see 
the quandary in those conflicting statistics. Thanks to some amazing 
feats of engineering, a significant amount of the Colorado has been 
diverted to flow eastward. By the time all claims are pulled along the 
way, a very small amount of this mighty river actually makes its 
natural way into the Pacific Ocean.  
 
From the days of the earliest settlers, Coloradans have labored and 
battled to get their fair share of water. Farms vs. cities, ranchers vs. 
rafters, humans vs. wildlife—all have legitimate needs and concerns, 
but often some have more influential voices than others. Those of 
us in Coaldale have recently experienced this situation with the CB 
Ranch purchase by the town of Security. While no new 
developments have occurred in recent months, you can be sure that 
this issue will at some point bring changes to our green valley. Just 
how deleterious remains to be seen. 
  
The state has brought water issues to the forefront for 2016 and 
beyond. Finalized in late 2015, Colorado’s Water Plan contains no 
legislation but serves as a guideline for future regulation and 
planning. Thanks to Kristie Nackord from SILPT, who can explain the 
newly compiled Plan in a way that does not make my eyes glaze over, 
I have a better understanding of exactly what went into this 
document and how it may affect our community. Eight significant 
water basins – Arkansas, Gunnison, South Platte, North Platte, 
Colorado, Rio Grande, Southwest, Yampa/White, plus the Denver 
metropolitan area – formed roundtables that were assigned the 
years long task of compiling a local water needs assessment, known 
as BIPs (Basin Implementation Plans). The results were based on 
consumptive needs (municipal, agricultural, industrial), non-
consumptive needs (recreational and environmental), available 
supplies, and projects or methods proposed to achieve long-term 
sustainability.    
 
We are a part of the Arkansas River Basin, which encompasses the 
entire area from Leadville to the Lower Ark. According to Kristie, who 
has attended the monthly meetings, most of the Arkansas Basin’s 

fifty participating roundtable members are aware of the CB Ranch 
deal. She believes them to be, for the most part, very pro-
agriculture, progressive, and action-oriented (hurray for us!). 
Because each of the nine water basins in Colorado is represented in 
the formation of future water policy in the state, we are at least in 
the loop when it comes to any decision-making 
 
It can only be hoped that pro-agricultural and pro-environmental 
input will be seriously considered as any new water legislation is 
crafted and implemented. And legislation will definitely need to be 
created to keep up with the growing demands for water. It is 
estimated that Colorado’s population will double by mid-century. 
Colorado’s Water Plan is our best hope, at this juncture, to stay 
ahead of what will inevitably be a water supply crisis. 
 
I purchased a copy of “The Great Divide” DVD and am willing to lend 
it to anyone interested in getting a better idea of Colorado’s water 
history.  It is an entertaining and well-researched documentary. 
Contact me at 942-3067 to make arrangements. 
 
On a related note: Ed Norden, one of our county commissioners, is 
not running for re-election.  He has been closely following the CB 
Ranch sale developments for the county.  The new candidate will 
apparently run unopposed. He is a realtor and his agenda is an 
unknown factor at this point.  Plans are in the works to invite him to 
the community for a meeting and discussion of our concerns.  Stay 
tuned for more details. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building  
 
Friday, January 22nd:  7:00 pm  From the Gunnison Valley of 
Colorado, Free the Honey with Bruce Hayes offers up original and 
old time tunes with harmony singing, twin fiddle, open back banjo, 
guitar, mandolin, storytelling, and mountain culture!  
Tickets $15.00 at the door.  Join us!  
Reservations: Coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com 
 
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. 

 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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