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On the Wild Side by Tina Mitchell 
At best, it’s a bit confusing and startling.  Some people even use words such 
as “heart-breaking” or “sad.”  No telling how you might feel the first time 
you see a small bird such as a Yellow Warbler working like crazy to feed a 
cowbird youngster more than twice its size.  But one thing for sure—you’ll 
wonder what the heck is up with that. 
 
As North America's best known—and, arguably, most reviled—obligate 
brood parasite, the Brown-headed Cowbird lays her eggs in the nests of 
many different species, depending on her “hosts” (some humans say 
“victims”) to incubate her eggs and care for her young.  Although most 
average 11 – 15 eggs a season, one female cowbird can lay more than 40 
eggs in a single breeding season; almost daily she chooses another nest in 
which to deposit a single egg.  Nationwide, Brown-headed Cowbirds have 
parasitized more than 200 species.  In Colorado, surveyors found young 
cowbirds being raised by more than 50 “foster” species—most commonly, 
Yellow Warblers, Red-winged Blackbirds, Brewer’s Blackbirds, Dark-eyed 
Juncos, and Ruby-crowned Kinglets.  Some species with a long history of 
exposure to cowbird parasitism (e.g., Bullock’s Orioles) recognize the 
interloper’s egg and reject it or abandon the nest altogether and start anew.  
Others fail to recognize the intruder’s egg or physically cannot remove the 
large cowbird egg.  Cowbirds impact the reproductive success of the host 
species by removing one host egg before leaving their egg as well as 
producing eggs that hatch earlier (11 days) than most hosts’ eggs.  The 
larger, aggressive young cowbirds also out-compete their nest mates for 
food and space in the nest.  Even the scientific name (Molothrus ater) 
reflects this nestling.  Molothrus arises from Greek molobros—a greedy 
beggar, parasite, or intruder.   Ater (Latin, “black, dark-colored”) refers to 
the male’s body color.   
 
At a distance, a male Brown-headed Cowbird appears truly black.  But up 
close and in a strong light, his plumage also shows green iridescences 
topped off with a dull brown hood.  Females are nondescript, cloaked in a 
dull brownish gray.  These cowbirds are noticeably smaller than all other 
members of the icterid family (e.g., blackbirds, grackles) that they often 
hang with.  The male sings a song that is quiet but distinctive, if you tune 
your ears just right—a bubbly gurgle followed by a short musical whistle. 
 
Originally limited to shortgrass prairie, Brown-headed Cowbirds used to 
follow herds of bison, feeding on stirred-up insects.  In Colorado, cowbirds 
originally ranged across the plains, the major mountain valleys (e.g., South 
Park, North Park), and perhaps even into northwest Colorado.  The near 
extermination of bison in the late 1800s restricted this “buffalo-bird” to low-
elevation grasslands and foothills in Colorado as cattle replaced bison.  (The 
common name, “cowbird,” reflects the habit of feeding around cattle; 

“Brown-headed” simply describes the dull hood of the male.  These 
cowbirds have now dispersed widely across most of North America as 
settlement by Europeans changed the environment into the agricultural and 
suburban landscapes of today.   
 
Brown-headed Cowbirds are birds of a flock.  In warmer seasons, they forage 
among the “flocks” of hoofed mammals.  In winter, they mix with blackbirds 
and other icterids in search of grain.  In these mixed avian flocks, Brown-
headed Cowbirds easily stand out as the smallest; the females, the palest.  
They first begin to appear in central Colorado in late March and April; 
sometimes as early as July, they start to leave, although peak migration 
tends to occur in late October and November.   
 
Although cowbirds have made a success of the practice, brood parasitism in 
birds remains rare (~1% of all bird species).  It’s an intriguing strategy.  A 
good deal of species-specific information is transferred to baby birds by their 
parents—for instance, what characteristics to look for in a mate and what 
songs to respond to.  So how can a baby cowbird learn to be a cowbird if it’s 
raised by, say, a Yellow Warbler?  In nearly every test where the offspring of 
two bird species are switched early in the nestling phase, the swapped 
juveniles readily learn the behavior and mate choice decisions of their foster 
species (referred to as sexual imprinting).  When raised in isolation, though, 
Brown-headed Cowbirds respond to a cowbird’s song; nestlings also 
increase their begging in response to these conspecific calls, indicating the 
earliest onsets of species recognition. Timing appears to be critical—captive 
juvenile brood parasites will sexually imprint on their host’s phenotype 
when the association is extended beyond the typical short timeframe (about 
11 days from hatching to fledging) observed in nature.   
 
So again the question of how cowbirds learn to identify with other members 
of their species arises.  A recent study offers some interesting thoughts 
about what might happen.  Parents don’t feed fledglings during the night, 
which decreases their reliance on foster parents at that time.  Therefore, 
departing at sunset may represent the perfect time to explore.  Fledgling 
cowbirds departing from their birth areas prior to sunset—perhaps with a 
genetic predisposition for certain habitats—could locate fellow cowbirds 
and potentially accompany adult cowbirds to a communal roost, helping 
youngsters not only find suitable foraging locations but also learn the song 
and behaviors of future breeding partners.  Come morning, the kids can 
head back to their natal habitat and mooch off their foster parents again.   
 
Brood parasitism in cowbirds evolved in tandem with the wandering bison 
herds.  When the herds moved on, so did the cowbirds’ food source and, 
therefore, the cowbirds.  So laying eggs in other species’ nests allowed 
cowbirds to follow the herds—and not to be tied to the energy-intensive 
duties of defending and raising their own offspring.  (Nature’s deadbeat 
parents, some say.)  When cowbirds followed nomadic bison, local bird 
“victim” populations faced only intermittent, sporadic parasitism.  Now, 
though, with stationary cattle herds and, consequently, stationary cowbirds, 
potential host species face constant, unremitting pressure and frequent 
breeding failures.  High densities of cowbirds and severely impacted avian 
communities have brought heartfelt appeals from humans for programs to 
trap and remove cowbirds from host breeding areas.  Unfortunately, such 
trapping programs are expensive, labor-intensive, and rarely permanently 
effective.  They work best for endangered host species with restricted 
breeding habitats, such as the Kirtland’s Warbler nesting only in small areas 
in Michigan and Wisconsin. 
 
One faction states that cowbird parasitism is just a result of cowbirds’ being 
successful cowbirds.  Any intervention uses resources that most agencies 
these days don’t have—so just let Nature take its course.  The host species 
will adapt or they’ll disappear.  Evolution and succession in progress.  
Alternatively, since we humans destroyed bison herds and created new 
landscape conditions that enable cowbirds to thrive at the expense of more 
marginal species, we have an obligation to protect the species now 
endangered by cowbirds  Arguments can be made for both sides—where do 
you stand? 



Sharing the Bounty of Mother’s Earth 
by Debbie Gaj 
It is an inevitable byproduct of small-town living.  Something or someone 
new shows up with an obvious project underway and the questions begin. 
So when trees were planted and fencing was put up on a ten-acre lot 
bordering Highway 50 in Howard, our collective curiosity was piqued.  Then 
came the greenhouse and the sign “Mother’s Earth Homestead” — that 
really got the conversation rolling. 
 
Luckily Adam Whitehouse welcomes the curious who actually stop by to ask 
just what the heck is going on.  First of all, to address the main concern, NO, 
it is not a marijuana growing operation!  The land was purchased as a family 
endeavor; the building currently going up will be home to Adam’s mother 
Kathy and stepfather Jerry.  The greenhouse and large garden are an 
ongoing labor of love for Adam and his significant other, Shauna 
Dellavecchia.  Currently the entire family is living in a rented house behind 
the property.  
 
Full of visions and plans for the Homestead, Adam realizes it is a step-by-
step process.  Considering the challenges of rocky soil, a shorter growing 
season, and the all-important water supply, some skeptics may wonder why 
anyone would choose south central Colorado for an organic farm.  The 
location was a family decision. When Jerry and Kathy Dorsam were looking 
to retire and move from Charleston, SC, Kathy’s massage therapist 
recommended they check out the Salida area.  And, as the story goes for 
many of us, it was love at first sight.  By pooling their resources, the 
extended family expanded their options and eventually discovered the 
acreage in Howard.  
 
Adam grew up in Charleston, but he and Shauna lived in Bend, OR for three 
years prior to the Howard move.  Working on a Farm to Table project there 
sparked their passion for organic farming. They now want to bring the 
lessons they learned and the “keep it local” spirit to the Pleasant Valley.  So 
far, according to Adam, the response has been supportive and 
heartwarming.  Talking to Adam and Shauna, it is easy to catch their 
enthusiasm and entrepreneurial spirit.   
 
What is on the agenda for Mother’s Earth Homestead? Currently the 
greenhouse is producing a healthy crop of lettuce, kale, mustard greens, 
spinach, arugula, and carrots. They are supplying Seasons Restaurant in 
Salida and have started placing some produce in Simple Foods as well.  As 
the season progresses, the large plot outside the greenhouse will contain 
the greens and carrots, as well as squash, herbs, and perennials.   Heat-
loving tomatoes, peppers, and cucumbers will remain protected in the 
greenhouse. The first years will also focus on building up fertile soil through 
specific crop choices. 
 
The young couple envisions starting small in their first year. Community-
Supported Agriculture (CSA) shares should be available for 15 to 20 
members.  Simply put, community members invest in and support the farm 
by purchasing a share of what is produced.  For a certain price (they are 
considering $25 a week), the CSA participant would receive a weekly supply 
of farm-fresh vegetables. At some point, once their flock is built up, eggs 
may be added to the mix.   Adam is considering different payment options, 
including an upfront seasonal payment to help with seed costs; it would be 
possible to “split” a share with another participant for those who think the 
weekly supply would be a bit too much.  A particular day of the week would 
probably be set for produce box pick-up.  Participation in local Farmers’ 
Markets, and perhaps an option to pick up the weekly share there, is also in 
the works. Rumor has it Shauna makes a mean batch of cookies, so hopefully 
those would be available as well! 
 
The goal of Mother’s Earth Homestead is to fully integrate into the 
community. As Adam explains, there is a very special reason they chose to 
name the venture “Mother’s Earth.” Not only is it, in the literal sense, on his 
Mother Kathy’s land; but the name also reflects their objective is to build a 

legacy based around working in tune with the Earth.  Adam and Shauna are 
passionate about building soil health and following good land practices such 
as cover crops and a biologically intensive approach to farming and 
gardening.  The results will benefit both the community and the 
environment.  
 
They are actively seeking out other groups involved in local food production 
and community activities. Future plans may include Farm to Table dinners, 
a Farm to Cafeteria program with the local school districts, and occasional 
newsletters. Encouraged by the warm welcome they have already received, 
Adam and Shauna invite anyone interested to stop by, say hello, share ideas, 
and get to know them and the new Homestead in town.  
 
Adam and Shauna, by the way, aren’t the only family members joining the 
local workforce in Howard. Dr. Jerry Dorsam, who previously owned a 
veterinary clinic in South Carolina, has come out of retirement to join the 
staff at Mountain Home Veterinary Clinic just down the road from their 
property.  
 
For more information on Mother’s Earth Homestead or to sign up for the 
CSA, contact Adam at 843-513-7888 or 
mothersearthhomestead@gmail.com. You can also look for Mother’s Earth 
Homestead on Facebook. 

Community Calendar 
At the Coaldale Community Building / Historic Schoolhouse 
287 Hayden Creek Road, Coaldale, Colorado 
 
Saturday, May 13th, 5:00 pm:  We’ll be having the annual meeting for the 
Coaldale Community Building Association (CCBA).  Potluck dinner at 5:00 
pm and the annual meeting begins at 5:30 pm.  Re-election of officers and 
updates on the latest projects.  Also time to renew your support by paying 
dues of $20/year.  Yes, this is a great local cause!  Send dues to CCBA, PO 
Box 15, Coaldale, CO  81222.  Many thanks to all who pitch in, show up, 
and help make it happen! 
 

Saturday, May 20th, 7:00 pm:  We welcome the Heartstring Hunters 
for an evening of sweet and soulful live music!  Also to celebrate the 
release of their new CD!  Light refreshments, tickets $15.   
RSVP:  coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com 
 
Sunday, May 21st, 2:00 pm:  Music Jam! Acoustic, any style, key, instrument 
- round robin jam session. Everyone is welcome--singers, 
songwriters, instrumentalists, and listeners. This is a place to come 
together, meet people and start something! Contact Bruce at 
bbppww01@hotmail.com for more information. 
 
Wednesday, May 24th, 5-6:00 pm:  Gardeners’ Market plant and seedling 
sale!  Come get the early plants your neighbors are growing just in time to 
plant in the garden! 
 

Friday, May 26th, 7:00 pm:  From England, we welcome Claude Bourbon, 
an exceptional guitarist for an evening of Spanish and medieval blues!  
Opening with Bruce Warren on Hammered Dulcimer and Maryanne 
Rozzi on Harp!  Light refreshments, tickets $15.    
RSVP:  coaldaleschoolhouse@gmail.com 
 
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. 
 
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.  
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