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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
Can you imagine a spring without American Robins, singing their 
bright, lilting “cheerily, cheer up, cheerily, cheer up” song?  Michigan 
State University (my alma mater—go Spartans!) faced this 
catastrophe in 1959.  In the early 1950s, arbor specialists began 
trying to eradicate Dutch elm disease on campus by spraying the 
many elm trees with DDT.  The insecticide manufacturer had assured 
them that the spray was not harmful to birds.  But the oily residue 
stayed on the leaves; the leaves fell to the ground; the earthworms 
ate the leaves; the robins ate the earthworms.  Within a week after 
each new wave of migrants arrived in the spring, all of the robins 
were dead.  By 1959, robins had been completely extirpated on the 
vast, bucolic campus.  Faculty ornithologists eventually identified the 
culprit—as few as 11 earthworms delivered a lethal dose of poison 
to a robin—and stopped the use of DDT locally.  This investigation 
was one of the cornerstones of Rachel Carson’s powerful and 
ground-breaking Silent Spring, which resulted in the banning of DDT 
as a pesticide throughout the U.S.  And happily, the MSU robin 
population had returned to its pre-1950s level within 2 decades.     
 
The American Robin is the largest species in the thrush family, which 
includes not only all 3 bluebird species but also some of the most 
talented songsters in the avian world.  (Among my favorites are the 
Townsend’s Solitaire, Wood Thrush, Hermit Thrush, Veery, and 
Swainson’s Thrush.)  American Robins inhabit every state in the 
continental U.S. and much of Canada.  The only areas of Colorado 
that don’t host breeding robins are those without trees—croplands, 
grazing lands, or agricultural fields, for instance.  Saddled with the 
easily ridiculed scientific name of Turdus migratorius, its name 
derives from the Latin term for “wandering” (migratorius) and 
“thrush” (turdus).  (Since most thrushes wander (migrate) to some 
degree, it’s not really clear why the robin was singled out for this 
particular moniker.)  Its common name arose from homesick 
European settlers in the U.S., who thought the birds looked like the 
English Robin, commonly found in Europe (but to which our robins 
are not closely related). 
 
In Colorado, we likely have two groups of American Robins—those 
that breed here in the summer and those that winter here.  In our 
specific area, you’ll find robins in the pinyon/juniper mainly in 

winter, eating lots of juniper berries.  To raise their young, though, 
these birds (or another group of birds—no way to know for sure) 
move to the deciduous habitats such as by the Arkansas River, 
where soft-bodied invertebrates such as earthworms abound.     
 
Adult males and females look quite a lot alike, although you can 
often differentiate them by the color of their heads:  Males’ heads 
are much darker—almost black—than their gray-brown backs while 
females’ heads are more gray and show less contrast to their backs.  
The female robin chooses the nest site, typically on horizontal 
branches of a tree but also in gutters, on outdoor light fixtures, or on 
other human-made constructions.  They seem to tolerate nesting 
close to human activity quite well.  (We had a pair nest on a wooden 
beam under our patio roof in Lakewood—just outside our kitchen 
window, providing lots of fun watching the 3 nestlings grow up.  If 
you click on the link at the bottom of this article, you can see some 
photos.)  Both parents take an active role in feeding nestlings.  For 
the first few days after hatching, parents regurgitate soft 
invertebrates (e.g., grubs), parts of worms, and even some plant 
material (e.g., fruit) for the babies.  After that, the parents just 
directly fill the gaping mouths with a variety of invertebrates and, 
occasionally, small fruit.  Nestlings fledge about 13 days after 
hatching—often when they can hardly fly at all—and are fed by their 
parents for at least another 3 weeks.  Juveniles are easy to identify—
they have black spots on their breasts and pale spotting on their 
backs.  The male will often take primary responsibility for feeding 
the first brood of fledglings while the female starts a 2nd brood.  
 
A robin’s fall and winter diet is 90% fruit; but in spring and summer, 
it flips to 90% invertebrates—especially earthworms.  When a robin 
hunts earthworms, it looks like it is listening for them, cocking its 
head to one side and then to the other before pouncing.  But the 
noise that earthworms make is too faint to be heard above ambient 
sound.  Robins actually use visual cues to detect the worms under 
the soil.  Studies of captive robins indicate that they seem to prefer 
blue and red fruits (e.g., blueberries, strawberries) over yellow or 
green fruits.  When robins eat a large number of honeysuckle 
berries, they have been documented as actually becoming a bit 
intoxicated!  As is true for many thrush species, robins love bathing 
in water.  Watch a robin splashing exuberantly in a birdbath and 
you’ll likely feel a strong desire to join in the fun. 
 
Those of us in dry pinyon/juniper habitats will soon be bidding the 
local winter American Robins adieu for a while—instead, hearing 
their lovely songs rise from afar around creeks and the river.  During 
breeding season, robins are the last to sing in the evening twilight 
after sunset.  And they greet the morning long before most humans 
and other birds are up.  Since they start singing as much as an hour 
before dawn, robins gave rise to the adage “The early bird catches 
the worm.”   
 
You can see more photos and learn more about American Robins 
here. 
_____________________________________________________ 

The Joy of Work? by Julia Michel 
When I was young I looked forward to growing up and finding out 
what I wanted to do with my life.  Now that I’m at the end of my 
mid-life crisis, I still don’t know what I want to be when I grow up.  I 
thought if I didn’t have to work for a living, I could pursue my 
dreams.  As it was, I was stuck wasting the bulk of my waking hours 
and precious energy working at mind-numbing jobs that I wasn’t 
passionate about.  I decided this definitely wasn’t what I wanted to 
do with the rest of my life.  But regardless, working for a living took 
over my life, and the years went by.  I did manage to find a way to 
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work out of my home and, thanks to the computer I could live in the 
middle of the mountains and not have to drive in traffic to a 
fluorescent-lit office in the city. 
   
Then all that work that I thought I didn’t want to do anyway – went 
away.  Some clients sold their businesses, some retired, some went 
out of business, some wanted warm bodies in their office and I lived 
too far away.  I got my wish.  I had time to pursue those dreams but 
not enough money to support myself.  And the work that I didn’t 
want wasn’t there, so my sense of self-confidence and self-worth 
went away as well.  I went deeper into debt.  I got really depressed 
about how I was going to make it – pay my bills, eat, survive. Forget 
the dreams.  I thought about selling most of my belongings, loading 
my dog and essentials in my car, and taking a long road trip.  But I 
have grown fond of sleeping in a bed, making meals in a kitchen, 
bathing in a bathtub, watching the sunlight move across the 
mountains from my window – that sort of thing. 
   
The job search is a dismal activity.  Nothing is quite like the 
experience of applying for a job that you are over-qualified for and 
would be under-paid to do if you got the job, only to not get the job.  
So, I learned the ongoing lesson of rejection.  And I have embraced 
the power of denial or developing faith or a combination of the two.  
I continue to learn the valuable lesson of being very grateful for 
what I do have, the things that are free, and the people who help 
out through their kindness and encouragement.  Then, at the brink 
of getting used to being underemployed and somewhat defeated as 
the way of my life, an e-mail appeared asking me to do something so 
wonderful, I can’t tell you.  More work!  Can you hear the halleluiah 
chorus in the background of my mind?   More mind-numbing, 
tedious, tiring, frustrating, head-pounding, carpel-tunnel-syndrome-
inducing, exhausting, blessed, keep-me-from-falling-into-the-pit-of-
despair – WORK!  I’ll do it!  Of course I’m still available!  Yes, I have 
time.  You need me to do a year’s worth of work in less than a 
month?  Sure I can!  You’re on a budget?  No problem. 
 
Recently I read about people in China who work in factories for 
$1.78 an hour doing the same small repetitive task of putting small 
gizmo parts into computers and iPads that they can’t afford to buy 
themselves.  These are improved conditions from last year, when 
several workers at these factories committed suicide related to their 
bleak working environment.  Or the men in Central America who 
work more than 9 hours each day in the non-organic sugar cane 
fields without taking a break and have been dying of a mysterious 
kidney disease.  What do these people dream about? 
 
My life has a way of knocking me down, picking me up, and teaching 
me some basic lessons about what really is important.  Why was I 
thinking that my work was something I needed to get away from or 
avoid or that it was taking me away from my life and dreams?  The 
mind-numbing work that I do doesn’t even compare with what 
others have to do.  It really is all a matter of perspective isn’t it? 
____________________________________________________ 
This newsletter is made possible by the Coaldale Community 
Building Association.  If you like what you read you can help by 
making a donation to the CCBA, PO Box 15, Coaldale, CO  81222. 
 

For more, 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 class for all levels.  Beginners welcome!  
Please arrive 5-10 minutes early to get settled.  For more information 
contact Janet Engel, 942-3980. 
 
Saturday, March 3rd, 5pm:  CCBA annual meeting and potluck.  Bring a 
dish to share.  We’ll talk about the past year, the upcoming SHF grant, 
and plans for the future of the Coaldale Schoolhouse. 
 
In Cotopaxi at the Pleasant Valley Health Center  

Open Fridays or for more information see www.pvhcpaxi.org 
 
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. 
 
In Salida – Yoga Classes with Chanda Klco chanda.klco@gmail.com  
 
Tuesday 
10:00 – 11:30am –Amrit Method Level II Yoga (Salida Yoga Center) 
2:30 – 3:30pm – Amrit Method Yoga Nidra (Salida Yoga Center) 
6:15 – 7:15pm – Amrit Method All Levels Yoga (Salida Pilates Studio) 
  
Thursday 
5:30 – 6:30pm – Amrit Method Yoga Nidra (Salida Yoga Center) 
  
Friday 
10:00 – 11:00am – Amrit Method All Levels Yoga (Salida Pilates Studio) 
  
Saturday 
8:30 – 10:00am – Amrit Method All Levels Yoga (Salida Yoga Center) 
 
Also In Salida – Inner Wisdom Coaching at 228 E Street 
Contact Tamara Herl, 221-0548 about the following: 
 
Friday, March 2, Noon:  Free Lecture— BioGenesis is energy work that 
helps people: restore health and vitality to body/mind/spirit, manifest 
life goals, and increase their sense of peace and happiness.  
 
Tuesdays, March 6 - May 15, 5:30 - 6:30pm:  Reflections Class for Teen 
Girls—$25 per class A series of classes using journaling, expressive arts, 
and an evidence-based curriculum to help girls & young women make 
healthy choices on the path of self-discovery. 
  
Saturday, March 10, 9:30am - 5pm:  Facing Potential Mask Workshop 
for Women—$50.  Mask making is a powerful way to step outside the 
limitations and barriers we set for ourselves.  
 
Tuesday, March 20, 7:15 pm:  Planting Seeds of Hope Spring Equinox 
Gathering.  By donation.  Celebrate the beginning of Spring! We will 
gather at 228 E. Street, and then move to Riverside Park, weather 
permitting.  Bring a flower pot and seeds.  Refreshments served.  
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