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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Six species of swallows breed in Colorado:  Bank, Barn, Cliff, 
Northern Rough-winged, Tree, and Violet-green.  Arriving in 
Colorado in early May and heading back south for the winter 
by mid-September, 2 species are the most common in our 
area:  Cliff Swallows and Violet-green Swallows. 
 
To identify an adult Cliff Swallow, look for a square tail and an 
orange patch on the rump (also called the “overtail coverts”).  
Its scientific name, Petrochelidon pyrrhonota, refers to this 
colorful patch. Petrochelidon means “rock swallow” in Greek, 
giving a nod to its nesting sites among cliffs and rocks.  The 
species name, pyrrhonota, means “flame-colored back” in 
Greek.  Cliff Swallows also have chestnut-colored throats and 
most show a creamy or white patch across their foreheads—
sometimes referred to as a “visor.”  Males and females look so 
similar that they can’t be differentiated reliably in the field.  
Their nests are unmistakable, though—gourd-shaped bowls 
covered with mud pellets, attached to a vertical surface (often 
a bridge over a river or a wall of a building), with a small 
entrance tunnel.  Nests are usually placed very close together 
and under an overhang to avoid heavy rains (which could be 
disastrous for mud homes!).  You can see a colony of Cliff 
Swallow nests under the roof overhang on the Coaldale 
Firehouse and along the sides of the Vallie Bridge.  (When we 
were atlasing for the Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas in 2007, we 
counted approximately 450 active nests on Vallie Bridge 
alone!)  Cliff Swallows return to successful nesting sites year 
after year, refurbishing old nests as needed.  You’ve heard of 
the swallows returning to Capistrano every year?  Yep—
they’re Cliff Swallows. 
 
As with the Cliff Swallow, Violet-green Swallows don’t have 
the classic long, forked “swallowtail” either.  (In the U.S., the 
only swallow that has this tail shape is the Barn Swallow.)  In 
less-than-perfect light, Violet-green Swallows have dark backs 
and sharply contrasting white bellies.  Flying, they flash a bit of 
white on the back at each side of the tail—sometimes called 
“saddle bags.”  In perfect light, the male Violet-green has a 
beautiful violet patch on the overtail coverts, often hidden at 
rest by the folded wings; violet on the upper wings; and 
lustrous green backs.  Females are much drabber, looking 
basically brown on the back and white underneath.  Typically 
the last swallow species to nest in Colorado, they arrive in 

mid-May and set up housekeeping by early June.  Dubbed 
Tachycineta thalassina, their genus name derives from Greek 
for “swift mover;” the species name comes from Latin for 
“resembling the seas in color” (seems a bit of stretch, but 
poetic license is allowed, I suppose).  Violet-greens are cavity 
nesters and will easily use human-constructed nestboxes.  Last 
year, we hosted 21 nesting pairs of Violet-greens in our 
nestboxes.   Their ubiquitous pre-dawn chatter as they chased 
down breakfast for both themselves and their scores and 
scores of nestlings became the early dawn song of summer at 
our house.  
 
The common name of “swallow” comes from the Anglo-Saxon 
“swalewe,” which described this group of birds.  Flight equals 
life for these birds. These amazing aerialists feed almost 
exclusively on flying insects.  Young swallows remain in the 
nest quite a long time, compared to most songbirds—about 20 
days after hatching, compared with ~14 – 15 days for many 
other species.  They have to be pretty decent flyers as soon as 
they fledge, so they need the extra days to develop good flight 
muscles.  The parents feed the fledglings for about a week 
after they leave the nest, teaching the youngsters to catch 
insects for themselves and launching them into their own, 
independent lives on the wing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can see photos of some of the nestlings that grew up in 
our nestboxes here (http://sipapu.wordpress.com/); use the 
links on the right of that Home page to get to the Violet-green 
Swallow page (under Birds/Nestbox monitoring).  Or, if you’re 
reading the electronic version, just click here.  You can read 
more about these 2 species and find links to photos and 
recordings of their chatter here:  http://wp.me/P16Ptu-5n.  (If 
you’re reading the .PDF version of the newsletter, you can just 
click here).   
 

The Photograph by Julia Michel 
In 1896 a group of rural school children of many ages gathered 
around their teacher for a class portrait.  On the wall behind 
them hangs a blackboard.  The chalked words are faded but 
readable:  cat, girl, nest.  Then a fragment of a poem:  “we 
hope, we aspire, we resolve, we trust… the morning calls us to 
life and light,… hearts…”  The remainder is hidden behind the 
heads of the children.  Looking from face to face, one sees 
many different expressions.  Some have the look of surprise at 
the photographer or an embarrassed, coy, childish smile.  
Some are straight-faced and somber, as if they are obedient 
and well-behaved.  Some look curious and playful while others 
are shy or afraid.  What are they thinking?  What are their 
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young lives like?  What thoughts are passing through their 
minds at the moment the camera shutter opens and closes, 
recording this instant in time?  No matter how poor their 
families might have been, they are all dressed up for the 
photograph.   So much fine fabric, lace, bows, ruffles, high-
necked collars and long sleeves, all combed, curled, braided 
and buttoned-up tight.  The photograph is black and white, 
hiding all the colors. 
 
What about the teacher?  She looks not much older than the 
students.  Her name is Mabel Curran and, at the time of the 
photograph, she was 19 years old.  Census records provide a 
series of snapshots of her life.  Born in Douglas, Colorado, in 
1877 or 1878, her father died when she was a child, leaving 
her mother a young widow with four small children to 
support.  The census of 1900 reported that the family lived in 
Coaldale, Colorado, and Mabel was the school teacher.  In 
1910, Mabel was still in Coaldale, still teaching, living with her 
mother and unmarried.  Other occupations for the citizens of 
Coaldale on the census included farmer (Mabel’s mother), 
prospector, blacksmith, laborer, teamster - quarry, 
stenographer, odd jobs, boardinghouse keeper, dressmaker, 
postmaster, section boss - railroad, engineer – sawmill, and 
storekeeper.  According to the 1920 census, Mabel was in 
South Beach, Los Angeles, California!  What changes she must 
have experienced during that period!  And in 1930 she was 
back in Colorado--this time, living in Florence, still unmarried, 
still teaching, and living with her mother again.  I didn’t look 
further into her whereabouts beyond this.  I’ll allow her 
memory some privacy and mystery.  Although I am curious, I’ll 
just wonder instead. 
   
Imagine all the students she must have taught!  I used to think 
it was sad if someone didn’t get married.  But if Mabel Curran 
had, she would have been lost in the records of women taking 
their husbands’ family names and perhaps without an 
occupation listed other than wife, keeping house.  And 
perhaps Mabel did marry later, after all.  Or maybe she had 
many scandalous affairs!  Regardless, I’d like to believe she 
lived a full and enriching life, inspiring many young minds 
along the way. 
 
In the photograph of 1896, Mabel looks like a kind soul.  Her 
expression is soft and warm.  I’d like to think she was a good 
teacher and that she enjoyed what she did.  My eye wanders 
from face to face and then back to the blackboard:  “the 
morning calls us to life and light…” 
 
To view Mabel and the Coaldale schoolchildren of 1896, go to 
the Web site http://digital.denverlibrary.org and search for 
Coaldale School (or click here in the electronic version).  A 
copy is also on display at the Coaldale Community Building.  

 
Visit us on the Web at: 
www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
To include your event in our calendar and for all other 
comments and correspondence, contact us at  
InTheValley812@yahoo.com 

 
 
 

Community Calendar 
 
At the Coaldale Community Building 

Mondays:  8:45-10:15 am Yoga (all levels) with Janet Engel, $9/class 
drop in.  942-3980 for info.  Namaste. 

Tuesdays:  9:00 am Quilting and Fiber Arts, free and all are welcome.  
Bring a sack lunch and whatever you are working on.  Share a stitch 
with company.  

June 15:  12noon – 1:45 pm CWC luncheon with speaker and music.  
All are welcome, $8.00, call Dailesa to RSVP at 942-3147.  

June 4, 18 and 25:  10:00 am – 1:00 pm Creative Workshops for all 
ages!  We’ll make leather bracelets June 4th, baskets June 18th, then 
brooms June 25th.  Free but donations gladly accepted.  Light lunch 
provided.  Sign-up at Inthevalley812@yahoo.com.   

In Cotopaxi at the Cotopaxi Store   

Thursdays:  6:00-8:00 pm Music jam, free and all are welcome.  Come 
play or listen in! 

At the Pleasant Valley Health Center   

Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 

At the Cotopaxi School Auditorium 

June 14:  5:30 pm Shoulder Pain presentation by Robb Russell, PT, 
refreshments provided, free and all are welcome! 

In Howard at Howard Hall 

June 18:  2:00 pm WFHS Board Meeting 

June 28:  12–2 pm PV Club Potluck and Guest. Bring a potluck dish to 
share, men pay $5 donation.  Guest: Justin Allison, local Howard 
Guitarist, playing from "Gershwin to Brazilian Jazz".   

In Howard at the Howard Volunteer Fire Department 

June 4 and 5:  Annual Howard Volunteer Fire Department Chili Cook-
off!!  Green chili on Saturday, Red chili on Sunday, 2 day event!  
Proceeds benefit the HVFD.  Spicy! 
 
In Howard at the Mountain Valley Church 

Mondays and Thursdays:  10:00-11:00 am Strong Bones, mild 
exercise class for men and women of all ages to strengthen bones 
and improve balance, Contact Linda at 942-3054 for more 
information. 

http://digital.denverlibrary.org/�
http://digital.denverlibrary.org/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/p15330coll22&CISOPTR=4523&CISOBOX=1&REC=1�
http://www.onthewildside812.wordpress.com/�
mailto:Inthevalley812@yahoo.com�
http://www.pvhcpaxi.org/�

