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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
One spring afternoon driving along U.S. 285 north of Salida, I spotted 
a number of dark, lumpy-looking things in a field with standing water 
gathered from recent rains.  As we zipped by, I realized I was watching 
White-faced Ibis.  Who would have expected to see wading shorebirds 
along the highway as we headed toward Trout Creek Pass?  Well, it 
turns out if you know ibis and Colorado, you wouldn’t be surprised at 
all by such a sighting.  Some shorebirds in central Colorado during 
spring migration—with or without a shore—are not that unusual. 
 
Each spring flocks of these odd-looking, long-billed birds fly in loose 
Vs over Colorado wetlands of all sorts, including flooded agricultural 
fields.  In dim light, this 18”-tall wading bird looks simply dark brown 
or maroon with a long neck; a long, downward-curved bill; and long 
legs. In breeding plumage and a really good light, it also flashes a 
shifting iridescence of metallic green and bronze, with some purplish, 
rose, and gold overtones on the wings, just to add to the color fun. A 
border of white feathers separates the forehead from face, extending 
completely around the back of eye. Its overall profile is rather 
curvaceous; and when it’s feeding, it looks, well, sort of humpbacked.  
 
Another ibis, very similar to the White-faced, can sometimes wander in 
from the east—the Glossy Ibis.  A breeding-plumaged White-faced can 
be distinguished from a breeding-plumaged Glossy, but only with bright 
light, a perfect view, and an excellent eye. A White-faced Ibis has a red 
iris rather than the brown iris of the Glossy; a White-faced has red versus 
blackish facial skin, red versus grayish legs, and that border of white 
feathers that completely separates the bill and the eye from rest of its 
dark head.  (See?  I warned you.  Good luck with that distinction.  I 
usually just assume any dark ibis I see in Colorado is a White-faced.  Odds 
are more than with me on that.)   
 
In Chaffee and Fremont counties, flooded croplands during spring 
migration are a good bet for a spotting although Franz and Sands Lake 
as well as some of the farm ponds host them as well.  White-faced Ibises 
typically feed in marshes and the shallows of freshwater ponds, lakes, 
and reservoirs.  Aquatic and moist-soil insects, crustaceans, and 
earthworms make up the bulk of their diet.  Their long legs, necks and 
downward-curved bills are perfect adaptations for foraging in shallow 
water or moist soil. Ibises spot prey on the surface of water or soil; but 
they find prey below the surface of the soil by probing with their bills.  
These bill tips have many nerve endings and contact with prey prompts 
a reflex that snaps the bill closed. 
 
The San Luis Valley remains the primary nesting area in Colorado for 
White-faced Ibises. Prone to boom-and-bust cycles, depending on water 
levels, the size of the San Luis Valley population has fluctuated 
dramatically since the 1940s, with a high of about 3670 pairs in 2001 
followed by a drought-caused population crash in 2002; subsequent 
recovery followed from 2003 to 2004.  Ibises usually arrive in the San 
Luis Valley by mid-April, but dates vary from year to year and by 
location.  Both parents participate in nest building as well as the 
incubation of the 3-4 eggs. Incubation begins soon after the female lays 
the first egg (rather than after the completion of the clutch, as with 

many other species).  As a 
result, eggs hatch 
asynchronously (on different 
days)—after 20-26 days—
resulting in young of widely 
varying sizes.  Both adults feed 
the chicks regurgitated food.  
The young spend considerable 
time in the vegetation around 
the nest starting at 10–
12 days old, preening, 
sunning, and trying out short 
test flights.  The youngsters 
become essentially 
independent 8 weeks after 
hatching.  The birds depart 
between mid-Sept. and early 
Nov.  wintering in large flocks 
in Mexico, western Louisiana, 
and eastern Texas.   
 
Known to scientists as 
Plegadis chihi, the White-
faced Ibis’s genus name 
comes from Greek plegas, 
which is a sickle or scythe, in 
honor of its curved bill.  The 
species name, chihi is 
supposed to be an imitation of 
its call, which is—at least to 

my ears—a real stretch.  The common name of “white-faced” refers to 
the border of white feathers on its face in breeding plumage, while “ibis” 
comes from the Egyptian name for this type of bird. 
 
Colorado’s Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy named the 
White-faced Ibis a species of Greatest Conservation Need in 2006.  Their 
breeding grounds, nests, eggs, and young suffer from human 
disturbance, loss of wetlands to agriculture, overgrazing by livestock, 
and—especially in the San Luis Valley—heavy predation from Black-
billed Magpies, Common Ravens, and raccoons.  The major San Luis 
Valley population is also severely threatened by diminishing water 
availability.  Outside of Colorado, though, White-faced Ibises continue 
to expand their range, since they are well adapted to find new nesting 
areas when regular sites dry in cyclical droughts or are drained by 
humans.  Latecomers can still make an appearance in the area—April 26 
shows a report of 18 White-faced Ibises—and April 30, 14!—in the 
Salida area.  So keep an eye out for any long-legged, hunchbacked, long-
billed wading bird stragglers most likely stopping by the area on their 
way to the San Luis Valley and wish them well. 
 
You can read more about and see photos of this interesting bird here. 
  

Rocks in my Head by Debbie Gaj 
 
The signs appeared early on in my childhood. I was destined to be a rock 
fanatic.  Every family outing to the lakeshore or countryside invariably 
resulted in coffee cans full of native stones being transported back 
home.  I learned in school about the three major categories of rock: 
metamorphic, igneous, and sedimentary. But in my mind the most 
important qualities were color, shine, or shape. Eventually, my parents 
limited the number of cans I could fill and keep, resulting in slightly more 
judicious collecting on my part.  Looking back, I have no idea what 
happened to those transported bits of minerals once we arrived home. 

https://onthewildside812.wordpress.com/birds/white-faced-ibis/white-faced-ibis-photos-and-links/


My guess is they sat in the garage or basement until my mom or dad 
discreetly returned them to the earth from whence they came.  
 
Flash forward about four decades.  Once I moved from Illinois to 
Colorado, I realized that my childhood collection sites paled in 
comparison to the hidden wealth buried within the shadow of the 
Rockies. Eager to fill some coffee cans and hoping to discover the best 
places to hunt for these treasures, I joined Columbine Gem and Mineral 
Society, based in Salida.  
 
The Columbine Gem and Mineral Society (see rockaholics.org for more 
information) has been in existence since 1947.  Geared toward amateur 
collectors, there nevertheless are some long-time members with 
amazing knowledge to share.  And I confess some of the guest lecturers’ 
talks are a bit over my head with their scientific terminology. But the 
important thing is that the club gets me to where the “pretty rocks” (a 
strictly non-scientific term) are!  Every year the club offers a number of 
field trips to various areas in the surrounding counties. Most are day 
trips, a few are weekend jaunts.  The Club has the clout to get us on 
private claims or other places not generally open to the public for 
collecting. 
 
I will never forget the thrill of my first field trip, back in 2006.  We went 
to a private amethyst claim off Hwy 9 in Fremont County.  Taking advice 
from other club members, I came equipped with a pick, small shovel, 
several large buckets, along with my lunch, plenty of water, and 
sunscreen. The drive led us up increasingly rugged dirt roads, crossing a 
horse pasture, and passing a private ranch. I was starting to wonder 
what I had gotten myself into. 
 
Once we parked, I began gathering my supplies. Casually glancing at the 
surface of the dirt parking lot, I did a double-take.  There were glittery 
chips of purple everywhere.  I hadn’t even left the shade of my car and 
already felt I had struck gold (or, more accurately, amethyst).  As the 
rest of the group headed off down a ridge, I eagerly collected the 
treasure. Didn’t they even see it?  But then an old-timer took pity on the 
greenhorn, and told me not to waste my energy in the lot. There was 
much more to be found down in the actual mine. Oops! 
 
I have belonged to the club off and on over the years, and hauled 
countless mineral-filled buckets since that first trip. Early forays ended 
with aching shoulders and calloused hands as I burdened myself carrying 
buckets brimming with any rock that had a hint of the sought-after gem 
in it. After I grew somewhat used to the wealth of specimens available 
at any given site, I once again learned to become more judicious in my 
collecting. Most of my zealous early hoarding has resulted in an 
extensive, decorative rock garden, and I now know the true value of 
“leaverite” rocks – (as in, leave it right there).  
 
Amethyst, smoky quartz, almandine garnet, calcite, amazonite, 
marcasite, jasper, blue barite, pyrite, peridot, blue agate – I proudly 
display samples of them all on my shelves. None are true gem quality, 
but the memory of the hunt and the pride of discovery make them all 
priceless to me.  One iconic Colorado treasure still eludes me though.  
Mt. Antero aquamarine is on my (small and light) bucket list. Hopefully 
someday I can add a piece or two to my collection.  
 
A while back I was discussing future vacation plans with my six-year-old 
granddaughter.  I suggested a visit to the Sand Dunes, Cave of the Winds, 
and some other fun tourist spots.  Althea answered that all of it sounded 
good, but we could also just “walk down your road collecting rocks?”  
Uh-oh!  I see the rock fanatic gene has spanned the generations. I may 
have to buy her a bucket for her birthday.  

Modern Troubadour by Julia Michel 
Claude Bourbon lives in England, was educated in Switzerland, became 
a phenomenal guitarist and has devoted his life to making music and 
traveling to play for audiences around the world.  Sounds like a distant, 
romantic, wanderlust lifestyle from some other time.  In fact, it is!  
Claude plays his own compositions with a style that is described as 
Spanish and medieval blues.  Imagine that and add incredible talent and 
years of experience.  We are very fortunate to have him perform for us 
on Saturday, May 28th at 7 pm at the Coaldale Schoolhouse!  If you can’t 
travel the world, we can bring a bit of the world to you.  Contact 
coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com for reservations.  Tickets $15 and light 
refreshments.  Join us! 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building 
 
Thursday, May 19th, 5:30 – 7:30 pm:  An evening of Yoga and Singing 
Bowls with Qi Gong!  Experience the healing properties of restorative 
yoga combined with singing bowls and Qi gong.  $20 fee.  Contact Brook 
at sweetpotatosunshine@gmail.com for more information and to 
reserve your spot. 
  
Wednesday, May 25th, 5:30 – 6:30 pm:  The Gardeners’ Market begins!  
After a long winter, come join the intrepid gardeners who have 
weathered more than a lot of snow to bring you tender, young plants, 
early greens, and wonderful surprises!  Always a community event!   
 
Saturday, May 28th, 7:00 pm:  From England, we welcome Claude 
Bourbon, an exceptional guitarist for an evening of Spanish and 
medieval blues!  Light refreshments, tickets $15.   
Reservations:  coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com 
Bring friends.  Pass this along.  Thanks for supporting live music! 
 
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 learn!  
Contact Cody Alexander at calex4343@gmail.com for more 
information! 
 
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. 
 
Fridays:  9:00 – 10:15 am Creative Vinyasa Flow Yoga.  Come explore all 
that is you 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. 
__________________________________________________________ 

Do you wish the world were happy? / Then remember day by day, / 
Just to scatter seeds of kindness / As you pass along the way. -Ella 
Wheeler Wilcox, poet (5 Nov 1850-1919) 

On the web, visit us at 

www.OnTheWildSide812.wordpress.com 
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