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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
If it’s winter and you’re around open water in Colorado, odds are that you’ll 
see a Ringed-neck Duck or 2—a small to medium-sized diving duck with a 
distinctive white ring on its bill and a short crest that makes its head look a 
bit angular.  Native to North America and breeding primarily in subarctic 
Canadian forest, they winter inland in shallow freshwater habitats such as 
Salida’s winter avian hotspot, Sands Lake.  The male’s white wedge at the 
shoulder, separating his black breast and gray sides, gleams even from afar.  
A female is less spectacularly plumaged, although close scrutiny in bright light 
reveals lovely, warm shades of brown contrasting with a gray neck and 
cheeks.  She too has a white ring on the tip of her bill, although it is less 
prominent than the male’s.   
 
Outside of breeding season, Ring-necked Ducks are very gregarious, often 
found with a wide variety of other diving ducks (e.g., the scaups or 
goldeneyes) and even dabbling ducks (e.g., Mallards, Gadwalls).  Ring-necks 
dive for food but they enjoy quite a generalized diet, preferring plant matter 
over the fish and crustaceans that so many other diving ducks chase. In 
contrast to other North American divers, Ring-necked Ducks readily take to 
ponds with shallow water, happily munching on both submerged and surface 
vegetation.     
 
Known chiefly as ducks of Canada’s north country during breeding season, 
Ring-necks find a few parcels of appropriate habitat among the ponds and 
beaver-dammed creeks in Colorado’s mountain forests.  The 2nd Colorado 
Breeding Bird Atlas confirmed breeding in 30 different areas, almost 
exclusively west of the Continental Divide, with elevations ranging from 7,000 
– 10,000 feet.  Laying a clutch of 7 – 9 eggs on a nest platform made of sedges 
and reeds over the water, the female incubates for ~25 days.  The female 
handles the parental duties pretty much on her own.  Within a day of 
hatching, the brood follows the hen to open water.  During the first few days, 
she protects the young most of the day.   By five days old, though, the 
youngsters can dive for food, eating primarily animal matter (e.g., aquatic 
insects) for the first few weeks.  As the ducklings mature, they switch to a diet 
of mostly vegetable matter.  The young stay with the female for 50 – 55 days 
before dispersing and heading out for wintering sites.   
 
The Ring-necked Duck’s scientific name is Aythya collaris.  Aythya derives 
from the Greek word aithuia (a kind of diving bird).  Collaris comes from Latin 
(collare) for a neck band or collar. Both this species name and the common 
name (Ring-necked) refer to the faint—pretty much invisible in all but the 
very best lights—brown ring at the base of the neck on the male in breeding 
plumage.  (Yes, one more species named by taxonomists who were examining 
dead birds in the hand, seeing things we’d almost never see in the field.  Other 
such examples include Orange-crowned Warbler, Red-bellied Woodpecker, 
and Ruby-crowned Kinglet.)  Honestly, I—and I guarantee you that I am not 
alone here—think the name “Ring-billed Duck” would be more appropriate.  
(And a heckuva lot easier to remember and explain.)   “Duck” owes its 
existence to the Anglo-Saxon word duce, meaning “to duck or dive.”   

 
Ring-necks are potentially vulnerable to intensive hunting and prone to 
ingesting deadly spent lead shot left behind by hunters.  Yet the continental 
population is considered stable or perhaps even increasing.  Unless early 
Colorado ornithologists completely missed them, these small, striking ducks 
have substantially expanded both their range and population size within 
Colorado.  By the 1980s, breeding records existed for most of the Colorado’s 
mountainous regions. 
   
Migration back to their breeding grounds begins around mid-March.  In many 
mountainous places, the arrival of these ducks announces the end of winter, 
since they often show up at lakes that are still mostly covered in ice.  So stop 
by Sands Lake soon, sort carefully through the wintering waterfowl lounging 
in the warmed waters, and see if you can spot this “ring-billed” duck! 

 
The Lariat Loop: An Engineering Marvel at 
Texas Creek by Forrest Whitman 
Readers have probably driven right next to the roadbed of a spectacular 
railroad loop without noticing it. Even today, the Rio Grande’s Texas Creek 
extension gives us spectacular views of a line built around the mountainside 
and up to the sky. The line from Texas Creek station to Westcliffe was part of 
an ambitious extension of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad completed in 
1900. We found most of the original line not only traceable, but easily 
photographed, as the accompanying photo shows. For this writer, the line 
also evoked some special memories of days working on the railroad with 
some relevance to this line. 
 
Parking is easy at Texas Creek Junction, right across the river from U.S. 
Highway 50. We trained our gaze upward even as we parked. The BLM has a 
maintained and easy to find parking area there.  It’s fun to imagine the main 
line coming up from Cañon City and the branch line heading on its 25-mile 
journey up to Westcliffe. That canyon must have echoed with the steam 
whistle as trains left to climb up to Inspiration Point far above.  The roadbed 
is still fairly easy to follow from the site of the original bridge over the 
Arkansas (648 feet long and 95 feet high), to the beginning of the loop. It was 
designated 184A since it was 184 miles to Denver. U.S. Highway. 50 went 
under this bridge and it was a usual wayside photo stop. 
 
From the bridge, the line followed the left bank of Texas Creek. At first it was 
easy for the engineers to maintain a good 2.25 or 2.3 percent ruling grade 
until the valley became too steep. That’s when they conceived of the idea of 
a loop around the pinnacle to reach the easier valley meadows above. It’s a 
so- called “lariat” loop because it loops back on itself and is pinched at one 
end.  It is still easy to see the loop coming back around far above the station 
site. Also, concrete reinforcement is quite visible as the line winds around the 
pinnacle. What an engineering feat it was! Track clung tenuously to the east 
slope of the valley. Roadbed was blasted out of sheer cliff faces. Trestles were 
built and stone retaining walls were used in a dozen locations. 
 
It must have been quite a sight for passengers as a train rounded “Inspiration 
Point” with a view looking down below to Texas Creek station, the Rio Grande 



main line and the Arkansas River. I’m told parts of it can be walked, though 
we were happy just to view it from below. 
 
This Texas Creek extension was truly an engineering feat in 1900. It was costly 
too, at $580,000. Clearly it was made to last and was built with standard 
gauge rail (56 1/2 inches between the rails). The rail itself was heavier than 
usual for that era, 65 pounds to the yard. More common today is 131 pounds 
to the yard or more, but it was heavy for that time. 
 
Congratulations were in order for the firm of Orman, Crook and Company. 
Apparently James Orman, with Scottish/Irish engineering background, did 
some or all of the work himself. It was a happy day when mixed trains 19 and 
20 begin regular daily service (except Sunday) between Westcliffe and Cañon 
City. 
 
Of course, mixed trains with their unpredictable schedules led to some 
complaints, but it was better than no service at all. By 1914, the Rio Grande 
gave in and put on a scheduled passenger run, never profitable for a side 
extension. Still, I’ve a soft spot in my heart for the mixed trains of the past. 
Just the thought of mixed trains brought up some memories for me. 
 
As a kid brakeman on the Burlington Railroad I got to work a mixed train a 
few times. They were the odd ducks of railroading, and guaranteed a little 
overtime on the time sheet. 
 
The mixed train would pick up and set out cars along the way and you’d get 
to see some plains towns up close. Most interesting of all, you’d also haul 
passengers usually to the next big town. The fare in my day was something 
like 55 cents. It was quite an affair, but very unpredictable as to time. One 
can see why the locals in Westcliffe agitated for a dedicated service. 
But odd things would happen on a mixed. One day we stopped to set out a 
car and the conductor walked up to the little store. After an hour he returned 
gallantly helping a lady in her forties wearing a summer dress down to the 
tricked-out, mixed train caboose. She was our only passenger and I remember 
she shared cookies with us. One can only hope the Texas Creek passengers 
were that nice.  
 
Various rail writers have speculated about why such an impressive and 
expensive branch line as Texas Creek happened at all. One reason was that 
the older Grape Creek extension, completed in 1881 had been abandoned. 
The Grape Creek branch, built from the mainline up to Westcliffe, had been 
a disaster for the Rio Grande. The creek regularly overflowed and wiped out 
the tracks. The last straw happened in 1889, when five miles of track were 
wiped out, stranding 26 miles of good track and much rolling stock at 
Westcliffe. The extension at Grape Creek had never been well engineered 
either. It was narrow gauge (36 inches between the rails) had light rail (30 
pounds to the yard) and a hefty ruling grade of three percent. 
There were political reasons to build rail to the Wet Mountain Valley too. 
Riches in mines and cattle found there had long been prized in Colorado. The 
mines at Rosita, Querida, along with Gyser and Racine Boy, were top 
producers in the state. But the residents there felt left out of state politics. In 
territorial governmental days, a variety of fairly ineffectual men held the 
governor’s post. This led to discontent with Denver as the capitol. 
 
Governors Alexander Cummings and Edward McCook were possibly corrupt 
and certainly inept. That led many to suggest places like Silver Cliff as a new 
“start over” state capital. After all, Denver was not the only town in the game. 
Silver Cliff mushroomed to Colorado’s third largest city by 1880 with a 
population of 5,040. They did have a claim on being the state capital. General 
William J. Palmer, owner of the Rio Grande, paid attention to the riches at 
hand. 
 
By 1880, Palmer was ready to extend his empire. Indeed, the road had just 
been given back to him after languishing under court supervision for some 
time. Leadville was now a possible plum at the top of his ruling grade. As 
Meredith Wilson, railroad writer of the time, put it: “Leadville is only an 
ornate vestibule to a great mineral kingdom beyond.” 
 

General Palmer did not stint on building feeder lines of which the Grape Creek 
line, and later the Texas Creek line to Westcliffe, was one. His philosophy was, 
“(it is) wise and profitable to keep the main stems through all this gold and 
silver belt extended well ahead.”  Another reason for the line was the 
longtime friendship between Palmer and Dr. William Bell. Bell owned land 
near Westcliffe and was probably the reason for the line stopping there and 
not in the more prosperous Silver Cliff. 
   
Changing times did eventually doom the line. The Rio Grande motor coach 
company supplied more timely passenger service. The Rio Grande motor 
truck service handled most light freight. Full carload trains were operating 
only about once a week by the 1930s. By 1937 it was clear that rubber wheels 
were taking over from steel wheels; the last train rolled that year. 
 
We continued our trip all the way up to Westcliffe. The rail roadbed was often 
clear to see and the auto road is built over much of it. On arrival in Westcliffe, 
visitors will notice the old D. & R.G.W. caboose painted in Rio Grande yellow. 
It sits right on West Main Street and seems almost ready to roll again.   
 
The little museum established by All abroad Westcliffe is definitely worth a 
visit. It’s located in the last single-stall engine house still standing anywhere. 
On display is a section car once used to maintain the line. Many other items 
of railroad interest are to be seen. There’s even a Google Earth landsat of the 
whole Texas Creek line. There are a number of old maps, advertisements and 
timetables in the museum too. One day we may be lucky enough to visit the 
old station. Now privately owned, it might be turned into a museum. 
But even if one doesn’t get to Westcliffe, a journey to see the Texas Creek 
loop is well worth it. It’s a must for anyone interested in our railroad heritage 
and the history of Central Colorado. - Reprinted by permission from Colorado 
Central magazine, July 2016 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
Friday, March 10th, 7:00pm:  Grant Gordy & Ross Martin in concert $15.00,   
Guitar workshop 4:00pm, $30 at the door.  A pair of the world’s greatest 
acoustic guitarists, on tour from NYC, the duo features Ross Martin, widely 
known for his work in the Matt Flinner Trio and the Jeff Austin Band, with 
Grant Gordy, a veteran of the David Grisman Quintet.  Witness these flat-
picking virtuosos up close.  Please contact Bruce Hayes to reserve your 
seats. 719-942-5004, bruce@brucehayes.com 
 
Thursday, March 23rd, 7:00 PM:  Jeff Black in concert!  Enjoy an evening of 
soulful lyrics and moving guitar licks by nationally acclaimed singer-
songwriter Jeff Black.  Jeff's songs have been covered by Alison Krauss, 
Dierks Bentley, Waylon Jennings, Sam Bush, Jerry Douglas and BlackHawk. 
"Jeff is one of the finest songwriters to show up in Nashville in the last 40 
years" - Sam Bush.  Tickets and more information online at:       
http://www.brownpapertickets.com/event/2874549 
 
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. 
 
Mondays:  afternoon… Piano lessons!  It’s never too late to begin!  Contact 
Cody Alexander at calex4343@gmail.com for more information! 
 
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.   
 
Fridays:  9:00 – 10:15 am Creative Vinyasa Flow Yoga.  Come explore 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. 
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