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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
While birding, I’d often notice colorful butterflies wafting lazily 
along.  I should learn more about them, I thought.  Stunning colors, 
bold patterns, frequent pauses at or below eye level—how hard 
could identifying those lovelies be, right?  
 
Wrong. Wrong, wrong, WRONG.  Forewing, hindwing; upperside, 
underside; male, female—each different, often dramatically so.  
Once you try to get a good look, you realize that butterflies are 
hardly slow.  And you need close-focus binoculars or a good 
camera and a lot of patience.   
 
One summer, my husband and I volunteered as butterfly monitors 
and we learned so much about identifying butterflies.  First rule—
make sure it actually is a butterfly.  Both butterflies and moths 
belong to the order Lepidoptera (from Greek, “scaled wings,” a 
nod to tiny scales creating the wing patterns).  Lepidotera bursts 
with moths—89-94% of the order’s species, in fact.  So make sure 
you’re looking at a butterfly rather than a moth.  Look at the 
antennae (with those close-focus binoculars you should own).  A 
butterfly’s antennae are long and club-shaped; a moth’s, feathery 
or saw-edged.  Both insects have 4 wings:  2 on each side, the 
forewing and the hindwing.  Butterflies’ fore- and hindwings 
operate independently to create a fluttering flight. Moths, though, 
have a frenulum, which joins the forewing to the hindwing, 
resulting in a choppier flight.  At rest, butterflies tend to fold their 
wings vertically up over their backs; moths, open flat over their 
bodies.  Butterflies are primarily diurnal; moths, often nocturnal.  
Butterflies generally display striking colors, especially on the 
wings’ uppersides; moths, more often dull (although some 
spectacularly colored moths exist in the world). 
 
Butterflies move through 4 stages of metamorphosis: eggs (3-10 
days); larva (a.k.a. caterpillar, 4-8 weeks); pupa (chrysalis, 7-10 
days); and adult (2-4 weeks).  Once butterflies emerge from their 
chrysalis, they are full grown and have no need to eat anything 
except nectar, to provide the energy to keep going.  Their sole 

mission at that point is to mate and, for the females, lay eggs on 
appropriate food plants for the soon-to-come caterpillars.  Period.   
 
In cooler climates, butterflies need to survive the winter.  Only a 
few species, such as Monarchs, migrate to warmer latitudes.  
Some pass the winter as eggs; others, as partly grown larvae or 
pupae.  A few species (e.g., Mourning Cloaks) overwinter in 
Colorado as adults, emerging to fly a bit on unusually warm late-
winter days.   
 
Roughly 17,000 butterfly species have been identified worldwide; 
the U.S. has less than 5% (750) of those species.  More than 230 
butterfly species have been documented in Colorado.  In 1996, the 
state’s Congress declared the Colorado Hairstreak the official state 
insect of Colorado, thanks to lobbying by 4th graders from an 
Aurora elementary school.  Colorado Hairstreaks depend on 
Gambel’s oaks—a rather common tree in central Colorado—as a 
favorite roost for adults and food source for caterpillars.  So keep 
your eyes peeled for this stunning black-and-iridescent-purple 
beauty if you travel through that habitat in the summer.   
 
The most widely distributed butterfly in the world—and one of the 
most easily recognized—is the Painted Lady, documented on all 
continents except Antarctica (although only 2 historical 
occurrences exist in South America).  It is also the only butterfly 
species ever documented in Iceland.  Very much a habitat 
generalist, it can show up anywhere in Colorado during the course 
of a season, from the plains to the alpine areas. This migratory 
butterfly flies into the state from extreme southwestern states or 
northwestern Mexico in the spring and can stay until fall but 
cannot survive Colorado’s harsh winters. These days, though, 
frequent school releases of classroom-raised Painted Ladies 
complicate the picture of the species’ natural distribution. 
 
The upperside of the Painted Lady’s open wing is orange-brown, 
darker at the bases of the wings.  The open hindwing shows a row 
of 4 or 5 small black spots along the trailing edge, sometimes with 
blue scales. The underside shows a black, brown, and gray pattern 
with 4 small “eyespots” toward the rear.  The female often lays 
her eggs on various species of thistle, but other plants such as 
mallow and legumes have been used. Throughout its range, more 
than 100 host plants have been noted in Colorado.  The Painted 
Lady probably owes its global distribution and abundance to the 
fact that its larvae feed on such common, widely available plants.     
 
Butterfly season in Colorado stretches from mid-May to mid-
September or even later, with a warm fall.  So keep your close-
focus binoculars at hand—or better yet, your camera at the 
ready—and get up-close-and-personal with what science fiction 
writer Robert A. Heinlein referred to as “self-propelled flowers.” 
 
A different version of this article first appeared in Colorado 
Central:  http://cozine.com/2016-may/natural-world-butterfles/.  

Finding a home by Julia Michel 
My house had a couple of places at the uppermost apex of the 
exterior walls where the stucco was coming loose and small holes 
to the attic were exposed.  These small openings were appealing 
to a variety of creatures including wasps searching for a home and 
shelter and birds searching for food (wasps) and also a home.  
Over the years I just kept an eye on the progress and since the 

http://cozine.com/2016-may/natural-world-butterfles/


stucco was too difficult for the nuthatches and woodpeckers to 
really penetrate, and since I couldn’t actually reach the peak of my 
roof, I thought I could live with whatever small pecking took place.  
And 17 years went by. 
 
This June however, several violet-green swallows took a renewed 
and concentrated interest in the openings, and they managed to 
enlarge them enough to be serious about building a home of their 
own inside my house.  I didn’t want to get rid of the birds, but I 
didn’t want to open my attic to the outside so it became important 
for me to do something besides watch.  I called on friends in search 
of extension ladders and began the process of trying to make 
arrangements to close the openings before the swallows made 
any more progress.  I really didn’t want to cause harm and yet I 
had to do something fast.  The birds continued their work and I 
continued my feeble attempts at finding a ladder tall enough to 
reach to the top peak of the roof.   The benefits of small wings and 
an urgency to nest on their part were no match for my delayed 
human plans and the lack of strength and a very tall extension 
ladder.  Finally, and very gratefully with some human help and 
liquid nails, the small holes were patched. 
 
But the swallows were still flying around and around my house 
searching for a home.   
 
I should add that all this time, I was promising the birds that I’d 
give them an alternative home and also praying to God to let them 
know.  Now it was my turn to make good on my promise.  At first 
I thought I needed to build a small box or birdhouse that was 
connected to my house, and after drawing up several plans, I 
realized I wasn’t going to accomplish any of that.  So, I bought a 
perfectly useful bird house.  After a series of mishaps and 
reconsiderations of where to put the new house, I decided on a 
standing dead tree with a bare exposed trunk to mount it, and the 
tree still had enough bare branches I could climb and position 
myself while still holding the birdhouse, a cordless drill and the 
screw in place – and yes – it worked!  No accidents and the job was 
done. 
 
As I made my way down and out of the tree without impaling 
myself, I was wondering if the swallows would find the new home 
since it wasn’t where they wanted it at the very top of my house.  
I hadn’t seen the swallows flying about and so I thought it might 
be too late and I had let them down.  But – I didn’t even get to put 
my tools away when I looked up and there she was!  A lovely 
violet-green swallow hanging onto the opening of the birdhouse, 
looking inside and then looking back at me.  I smiled at her.  We 
repeated this a few times.  Did she approve?  Her mate came flying 
overhead and then it seemed like the whole extended community 
of swallows joined them swooping and flying in circles overhead 
to check out the new home. 
 
In the days that followed, the swallows were busy building their 
nest.  Small bits of straw and dry grasses are sticking out of the 
sides of the birdhouse now and I trust that all is well inside.  The 
swallows regularly swoop and fly in and out with less urgency now.  
Hopefully whatever is happening inside this small wooden box will 
be learning to fly someday soon.  Sometimes it is the little things 
that matter the most. 
 

For some other great swallow experiences… see Tina’s blog at 
https://sipapu.wordpress.com/fauna/birds/nest-box-
monitoring/violet-green-swallow-vgsw/ 
 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
 
Wednesday, July 5th, 7 pm:  The West Virginia duo of Jesse 
Milnes and Emily Miller perform country and old-time music,  
close harmonies and Milnes’ unique finger-picking style of guitar 
and old-time fiddling!  Light refreshments, Tickets $15, contact 
Bruce Warren to RSVP and for more information 
bbppww01@hotmail.com 
 
Sunday, July 30th  2:00 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any style, key, 
instrument - round robin jam session. Everyone is welcome--
singers, songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. This is a 
place to come together, meet people, experiment, see what 
happens, 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. 
 
Tuesdays:  9:00 – 10:00 am Pilates class for all levels.  Please 
arrive 5-10 minutes early.  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 
 
Wednesdays:  5-6:00 pm:  The Gardeners’ Market is happening 
every Wednesday from now on through the summer!  Come 
join the intrepid gardeners who work long and hard to bring you 
tender, young plants, early greens, and wonderful baked goods 
and surprises!  Always a community event!   
 

The juvenile sea squirt wanders through the sea 
searching for a suitable rock or hunk of coral to cling to 
and make its home for life. For this task, it has a 
rudimentary nervous system. When it finds its spot 
and takes root, it doesn't need its brain anymore, so it 
eats it. It's rather like getting tenure. -Daniel 
Dennett, philosopher, writer, and professor (b. 28 
Mar 1942) 

_________________________________________ 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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