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In the winter, bird feeders bring in lots of birds, jostling noisily 
and chasing each other for the heaviest seed or the best piece 
of suet or even the highest perch on the birdbath.  Suddenly, all 
of the birds take off in a noticeable “whoosh,” heading in all 
directions and completely out of sight.  Where normally you 
hear lots of chatter, squawking, and call notes, all is shockingly 
quiet.  You may not see it, but most likely a predator has 
entered the scene—and for many of us, the most common 
predator at a bird feeder is a Cooper’s Hawk. 
 
A Cooper’s Hawk is a crow-sized, bowling-pin-shaped hawk in 
the accipiter family.  An adult has a blue-gray back and a 
horizontally barred rufous chest and belly.  A young bird looks 
quite different, though—a warm brown back with brown 
vertical streaks on a cream-colored chest.  Regardless of its age, 
a Cooper’s Hawk’s long, narrow tail shows a white band at the 
end that can be rather conspicuous as the bird flies away from 
you.  Coupled with its short, powerful wings, its rudder-like tail 
enables skillful maneuverability in areas thick with trees and 
shrubs, making this hawk well adapted for zipping, zigging, and 
zagging after forest birds and mammals.  Both sexes have the 
same plumage.   However, female Cooper’s Hawks are about 
1/3 larger than their male counterparts—the greatest size 
dimorphism of any of the world’s hawks.  This size differential 
may enable the female to catch larger prey than her more 
diminutive partner, thereby allowing them to exploit a broader 
range of prey for feeding the kids.   
 
Cooper’s Hawks (also affectionately known as Coops) forage 
primarily on ground-feeding birds.  Up to 80% of the summer 
diet consists of small- and medium-sized birds such as finches, 
thrushes, doves, and jays.  But sparrows are a staple, 
accounting alone for 25% of their summer menu.  Coops will 
also catch and eat rabbits, hares, ground squirrels, and tree 
squirrels.  When hunting, a Coop relies on stealth, watching for 
long periods, then suddenly dropping down from the perch and 
zooming low across ground.  These surprise attacks allow the 
raptor to single out sick or more slow-witted birds from the 
healthier, more alert birds.  This sudden burst of speed when 
hunting also accounts for the challenge we humans have in 
spotting one as it strafes the ground under feeders.  Before you 
even realize a Coop is around, it’s gone. 
 
In Colorado, you might see 3 members of the accipiter family:  
in addition to Cooper’s Hawks, Sharp-shinned Hawks and 
Northern Goshawks may appear.  However, Coops are the most  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
common of the accipiters in Colorado.  Here, Coops nest in 
most forest types, from cottonwoods along a creek or river to  
spruce and fir at 10,000 feet.  In the first Colorado Breeding 
Bird Atlas work, atlasers turned up Coops nesting in 
pinyon/juniper habitats more than in any other type of habitat.  
The male does most nest building, gathering nest material 
within a 500-foot area of the nest.  The female lays and 
incubates a clutch or 3 – 4 eggs that hatch after 34 - 36 days.  
The female also takes primary responsibility for feeding the 
young directly until the nestlings reach 18 – 21 days:  The male 
delivers prey nearby, which the female takes to nest and pulls 
off pieces for the kids.  The youngsters leave the nest at about 
30 days old, although the parents may continue to bring them 
food for up to 7 weeks afterward.  
 
Known officially as Accipiter cooperii, the Cooper’s Hawk has a 
pretty straightforward scientific name.  Accipiter is a general 
term in Latin for a bird of prey, especially a hawk.  The species 
name, cooperii, and the common name honor William C. 
Cooper (1798-1864), an American zoologist and one of the 
founders of the New York Lyceum of Natural history (the 
precursor to the New York Academy of Sciences).  The word 
“hawk” derives from the Anglo-Saxon word hafoc, which was 
their name for this type of bird.   
 
Confident identification of a Cooper’s Hawk is as much art and 
luck as it is science.  Its major competitor is the nearly identical-
looking Sharp-shinned Hawk (which also has an affectionate 
nickname—Sharpie).  Since both species exhibit not only similar 
plumages but also the same size dimorphism, a male Sharpie—
about the size of a Blue Jay—can often be distinguished 
confidently from a female Coop (about the size of a Common 
Raven). But size alone presents problems, since these two 
species have a LOT of overlap.  For instance, a big female 
Sharpie can easily be larger than a small male Coop.  Some 
subtle distinctions exist.  For example, Coops have more 
rounded tails while Sharpies have more squared-off tails.  
(Good luck with that one.)  If you’re looking at one in flight, a 
Sharpie has practically no head projecting beyond the front 
edge of its wings, while you can see quite a bit of a Coop’s head 
beyond its wings.  (Yeah, well…)  Wingbeats might offer some 
clues—a Sharpie often has 3 quick flaps and then a glide, while 



a Coop has 3 slower, steadier flaps before the glide.  (Um, 
okay…)  My husband really knows hawks; but of all the raptor 
species, the Coop/Sharpie distinction often leaves him 
shrugging and offering only an educated guess too.   
 
You know, sometimes you just have to be happy with calling 
one of these woodland birds an accipiter—and feeling honored 
to have this stunning predator keeping the songbird gene pool 
strong.   
 
You can read more about and see photos of Cooper’s Hawks 
here 
. 
____________________________________________________ 

In Celebration of Mud – with Humble 
Apologies to Robert Frost 
By Deborah Gaj 
 
Whose piles these are I do not know 
I do suspect my doggies though 
Who laid them here without a care 
Before the snowflakes filled the air. 
 
And now as winter loosens its grip 
I walk with care so not to slip 
In fields of mud and pools of wet 
That hide these presents from my pet. 
 
 
Granted, I may never become a poet laureate, but I think 
everyone can relate to my opposing feelings of dismay and joy 
when the snow begins to melt in our valley. While we have 
been fortunate to avoid the extreme cold and snow meted out 
to a large chunk of our country, winter still seems to drag on 
forever. But the glimmer of hope brought by warm breezes and 
sunny skies also brings the inevitable mess of driving unpaved 
country roads. 
 
This last little reprieve got many people searching their garden 
catalogs in earnest.  Thoughts of flowers, green shoots of grass, 
and those first tender spring veggies dance in our heads.  But 
those of us who have wintered in Colorado know it is all an 
illusion.  Some of the snowiest months are still ahead. 
 
So let us make the best of it and celebrate this “in-between” 
season – be it filled with mud, snow, ice, or wind.  
 
 
As winter storms make way for spring  
I would not change a single thing. 
I do not moan alack, alas 
‘Tis nature’s way to feed the grass. 
 
So as I gaze at all the muss 
Left by the mud, I will not cuss 
I simply start to scrub and sweep 
With much to clean before I sleep. 

Our valley is filled with knowledgeable and talented people, 
as well as those eager to learn new skills. There are residents 
with a love of dancing, music, and song – talented crafters, 
weavers, gardeners, artists – adventurers who have explored 
the world far beyond these canyon walls – academics with 
knowledge and wisdom to share. 
 
So like that fabled marriage of peanut butter and chocolate, we 
feel the need to bring them all together. And we have just the 
space to do it – our very own Coaldale Community Building.  
What we are looking for now is input, ideas, and inspiration.   
 
What tickles your fancy?  What do you burn with desire to 
know more about?  What makes you laugh? Do you have 
something wonderful to share? A more formal questionnaire 
will be making an appearance shortly; but in the meantime, 
think about it.   
 
The Coaldale Community Building is exactly that – a building 
that belongs to the community.  So be a part of the planning 
process.  Help the building reach its full potential as a gathering 
place that inspires, educates, entertains, and nourishes our 
community. 
____________________________________________________ 
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. 
 
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 
_________________________________________________ 

On the web, visit us 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 
 

If you have a question about birds, ask Tina! 
If you have a request for an article, ask Debbie! 

____________________________________________________ 
.... The woods are lovely, dark and deep,    
But I have promises to keep,    
And miles to go before I sleep,    
And miles to go before I sleep. 
 
Robert Frost from Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening 
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